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To my VIPs, always my first readers 


Life is not meant to be easy, my child; but take courage - it can be delightful. 
George Bernard Shaw 


A VERY BRIEF HISTORY OF THE PARALYMPIC 
GAMES AND HOW THIS BOOK WAS BORN 


n 1986 Barcelona was selected to host the 1992 Olympic 

Games. Over the next six years the city was cleaned and 
polished, remodelled and transformed. The Games came, and 
went, leaving us all feeling the way you feel when a rather 
spectacular party is over. But then, as the Olympic summer 
began to fade into autumn, Barcelona started to buzz again, 
busying itself in preparation for the next great challenge -the 
Paralympic Games. 


Like most people I had no idea what to expect from this 
huge gathering of disabled athletes. But if the opening 
ceremony was anything to go by, I knew something enormous 
was about to happen. 


An English neurosurgeon called Sir Ludwig Guttmann first 
came up with the original concept of competitive games for 
people in wheelchairs back in 1948. Though it wasn’t until the 
Rome Olympics of 1960 that somebody decided to link the 
Olympic Games with the Games for disabled athletes and, for 
the first time, both Games were held in the same city. 
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Twenty-eight years later, at the Olympics in Seoul, things got 
even better. The term ‘Paralympic’ became official and 
Paralympians wete finally given access to all the major Olympic 
facilities and venues. 


But it was Barcelona 92 that was the great eye-opener. Four 
hundred disabled athletes from twenty-three countries had 
competed in Rome in 1960; here there were over three 
thousand from eighty-three countries, and for the first time in 
history the Paralympic Games had its own television signal. 
This meant there was vast media coverage and suddenly 
millions of people were watching and enjoying one of the most 
spectacular sports events on earth. Because, yes, the Paralympic 
Games were and are just as important and exciting as the others. 


In the end, that six-year remodelling process for the 
Barcelona Games of ’92 didn’t only provide the city with much- 
needed ramps for the disabled, it helped create a whole new 
awareness. 


I was lucky enough to be there in the stadium with my family 
on several occasions during the ten days of the Paralympic 
Games. It was an inspiring and memorable experience for us 
all. It inspired me beyond the mere excitement and joy I felt in 
watching all these men and women overcoming the physical 
boundaries of their disabilities by excelling in sport; and when 
something moves me in such a powerful way the only thing 1 
can do is write about it in some form or another. 


Gúdrun's story is the final result of that inspiration. I hope 
it will inspire you too. 


~ 


The Author 
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Part One 


OPENING CEREMONY 


Chapter One 


‘Not long to go now, says Silvia, puffing and flexing her arms 
up and down without taking her hands from the steering wheel. 
She could do with another shower, she says, she’s hot and 
sweaty. 


It’s the last day of August and we're driving home from our 
holidays in the mountains. Silvia says she’s glad she decided to 
leave on Monday morning because that way we've avoided all 
the Sunday traffic. She asks me if I’m tired, because I’m rather 
quiet, but I tell her Pm just bored, I can’t wait to get home. She 
knows what I mean. She also knows, or at least suspects that a 
two-week stay at the apartment in Esterri is starting to get too 
long for me. It’s what we do every summer and when I was 
younger I didn’t mind. I was happy wherever we were and 
whatever we did. But now I’m at the age when mountain walks 
among cows and horses are not so entertaining anymore. 


This year has really proved my point. Pd read all the books 
Pd taken with me by the end of the first week and then I started 
to miss Barcelona, meaning, my room, my records, my friends. 
I hope next year Silvia will come up with something a little 
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different for a holiday. Ibiza would be fine, but maybe only for 
a week. New York might be acceptable too. Or London. I must 
remember to suggest this to her, gently. 


As we get to the entrance to the city all the lanes of the dual 
carriageway are suddenly packed with cats and lorries and you 
can even feel the rise in temperature. Still, as my mother says, 
we'll soon be home. That thought is good in itself but it also 
means the next step, unloading the car. It’s the part of the 
holidays I hate the most. 


Up and down we'll go from car to lift, lift to car, about fifty 
thousand trips at least. There are only the two of us but judging 
by the huge amount of luggage we carry along you'd think we 
were a family of four or five. Silvia always takes too many 
clothes because, according to her, for holidays in the mountains 
you need summer clothes and winter clothes, in case of storms 
ot in case we decide to tackle a climb up to two thousand 
metres ot more. There's always snow at two thousand metres- 
old snow, grubby at the edges, and the air is crisp. That means 
anoraks and walking boots, which don’t fit in the cases. So, as 
well as cases there ate bags, lots of them. Toiletries, camera, 
books, the radio cassette and a load of tapes. Plus all the little 
gifts we bring home for Grandma, like the almond biscuits she 
always says will break her teeth, and the dried mushrooms, 
which look like bits of bark but turn into soft leather in her 
winter stews... 


Thinking about the arrival process makes me feel a little down. 
Perhaps I am never satisfied. Perhaps I am too demanding. 


As Silvia drives on through the gathering traffic I let my 
mind wander back to the weeks before we left for the Pyrenees, 
when Barcelona was alive and throbbing with the Olympic 
Games. Now that was what I call an exciting summer! 
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Remembering it makes me feel even more depressed because 
now all the hustle and bustle of the Games is over life is going 
to be very monotonous. The slogan on a billboard on the side 
of the road shouts out at me: Back to School! Under the words 
half a dozen cheerful children from about five to twelve grin 
out at the world. They’ve got new shoes and new schoolbags 
and all sorts of shiny new equipment, and they look so happy, 
as if happiness depends on a brand new pencil case and an 
unopened pack of twelve coloured marker pens. 


I know all about back to school. It means back to routine, 
and alarm clocks. People say children need routine, though 
actually I think it’s the parents who need their children to have 
a routine. It’s not just school, it’s the homework that comes with 
it, and exams. My routine is also extra busy if you take into 
account the after-school stuff I do, such as piano and music 
lessons and ballet, and choral group on Saturdays. I hardly ever 
have time to watch the television, though even that is generally 
quite boring and I much prefer to read books or write stories, 
which I’ve done since I stopped sucking my thumb. Yes, I was 
a late thumb-sucker and an early writer. 


Weekends are all right, meeting friends and hanging out, 
talking about this and that and laughing at stupid things. 
Though we always meet in the same places at the same time, 
like a pack of wild animals that stick to their own territory. Then 
I note down in my diary everything we've seen, done and said, 
in case I ever want to write a book about the day-to-day tedium 
of being an adolescent. 


Silvia has a routine too, which fits into mine. I think she 
enjoys it, at least she never complains about going back to work 
on her plans for council buildings and her plans for all the weird 
and wonderful houses she designs for private clients. She does 
all this in a comfortable silence, as if she knows she can’t change 
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anything and therefore accepts it and gets on with it. Maybe 
deep down she wishes something would happen to change the 
order of our lives, something fresh and new, but she never says. 


I don’t tell her about my fantasy in which a spaceship full of 
friendly, purple aliens lands on Diagonal Avenue. These aliens 
get out and mingle and they don’t walk, they hover, and they 
have incredible inventions which they share with us, like pens 
you connect to your brain via wites with adhesive attachments, 
and which write down all your thoughts without you having to 
move a finger. They also have harmless ray guns that shoot out 
holograms and 3-D images of their planet and the creatures that 
live there. The aliens smell of peaches and chocolate mint ice 
cream and everywhere they go they leave this refreshing, fruity, 
perfumed air which even tastes good when you breathe it in. 


Anyway, it’s just a fantasy I like. It’s more interesting than a 
new pencil sharpener and the spital notebooks which remind 
you you ate going to be doing a lot of handwritten work over 
the next dull nine months. A fortnight in the mountains may 
have been tedious but nothing compared to what everyday life 
is about to offer me back home. 


To cheer myself up I start thinking about the new jeans Pm 
going to ask Silvia to get me in the autumn, and those cool 
brown Camper shoes I like and the new long sweater FII get to 
wear with my black leggings from last winter, if they still fit me. 
With a bit of luck Sílvia will discover 1 have grown at an 
alarming rate and then she’ll have to buy me a whole new set 
of clothes. It’s the one advantage of being an only child. 


‘Oh no, what's up now?’ she says, the car drawing to a halt. I drag 
myself from my inner dreams and look through the windscreen. 


What? Whats happening? Why have we stopped? City 
traffic jams already?” Secretly Pm hoping it’s the spaceship with 
the ice cream-scented aliens. 
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“Must be,’ she says. Now we'll lose all the time we’ve gained.’ 


She makes this little clicking sound with her tongue, which 
means she’s irritated. 


So now we’te stuck in the middle of three or four lines of 
cars and vans and lorries. All the other drivers are peering out 
of their windows to see what’s caused the sudden standstill. 


‘Maybe it’s an alien spaceship,’ I suggest. She laughs and says 
she hopes not! Of course Silvia would react like that to the 
thought of an invasion from outer space, just like most people 
would. Why do aliens automatically have to inspite fear? ‘Or 
maybe it’s an accident.’ 


“Could be that, but I don’t see any ambulances or police cats.’ 


Suddenly I notice a blue flashing light moving slowly three 
lanes away, but it’s not a hologram; it’s just a light on the top of 
what looks like a white ambulance. 


There's one, look, over to the right. 


Her eyes follow my pointing finger and she says: “Oh yes. 
But if there has been an accident it’s not going very fast, is it? 
And I can’t hear any sirens either... No, I don’t think it’s an 
ambulance. What can it be?’ 


Behind the white vehicle with the blue light there’s a line of 
slow-moving vans with similar lights. Then two policemen 
appear out of thin air and stand in the middle, controlling the 
traffic with elegant movements of their hands, as if they're 
directing an orchestra. As we set off and shunt forward, 
heading for the lane which will take us into the city, the strange 
vehicles pass over to the left behind us and then I see they are 
full of, not aliens, but people in green and white track suits. 


‘It looks like it’s something to do with the Olympics... but 
that’s impossible.’ 
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Silvia says oh yes, she gets it. It’s not the Olympics but the 
Paralympics, and look, there’s the flame! I turn my head and 
sure enough, there it is, a dazzling mass of purple and yellow 
air waving and shuddering in a silver torch fixed to the side of 
a wheelchair. A man in a blue and white track suit sits in the 
wheelchair, turning the wheels with his hands and propelling 
himself forward. Smiling. Yes, he’s smiling, as if he’s proud and 
happy to be the bearer of a very important flame. 


“The Olympic Torch again? I thought they’d put that out 
days ago, I say, straining my neck to see where everybody is 
going. 

“Yes, they did, but now there are the Paralympic Games for 
disabled athletes and they’ve got their own torch. The flame 
comes from the same source. Didnt you know, Gudrun? I 
thought you'd know” 


This all rings a bell now I come to think about it. At the 
closing ceremony I remember the Mayor saying something 
about ‘the next big challenge’, but I didn’t know what he meant. 
Silvia mentioned the Paralympic Games but that just went in 
one ear and out the other. I never thought they would be 
important enough to actually have their own torch. 


‘Yes, I knew, but Pd forgotten. Oh, we had such a good time 
at the Olympics.’ I smile to myself as I recall the wonders of 
the opening ceremony and those beautiful masks we’d been 
given to weat when La Fura dels Baus came in. All the papers 
reported that according to the experts it was the best opening 
ceremony in history; even the foreign newspapers said the same. 


We saw the gymnastic events at the Palau Sant Jordi, the 
swimming events at the Picornell Pool and tennis at the Vall 
d'Hebron. The gymnastics were the best, though, and then the 
exciting track and field events in the stadium. The winners were 
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nearly always black Americans. The best moments were when 
a Spanish athlete won something, and then we’d shout and 
cheer and applaud until our hands nearly dropped off. And I 
loved the Mexican waves that spread like wildfire round the 
stadium. Even the Queen and her daughters joined in, which 
made the front page news, as if it was funny seeing royalty 
actually behaving like the rest of us non-royals. Then when 
Cobi, the Olympic mascot, (strange combination of dog and 
cat which made me think of how alien pets might look) poked 
his head out of the magical boat that had floated up, up and 
away towards the dark and distant sky, my eyes filled up with 
tears. It was a weird sensation because that doesn’t happen 
often. Tears in my eyes, I mean. 


Now here's Silvia talking about the start of some other 
games. I can't imagine what they are or how they can be 
anything nearly as good as the Olympics. 


‘So what are the Paralympic Games, if you don’t mind me 
asking? And what exactly do the athletes do, if they're disabled? 
I mean what can you do from a wheelchair?’ 


They play basketball, I think. And there are wheelchair races, 
and events for people with amputations, you know, no arms or 
maybe missing a leg. You remember the man who lit the flame 
in the stadium with an arrow? He was also disabled. I think he’d 
had polio as a child. Now he’s an expert with a bow and arrow!’ 


‘But all this hoo-ha for a few basketball matches? 1 mean do 
you really think these Games are as important as the others?” 


‘I suppose they must be, though they're certainly not as 
famous. Most people don’t know the first thing about them. 
But someone told me all the events are free, to encourage lots 
of people to go and watch them. 
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She asks me if Pd like to go and see them, and I consider 
this. Pm not too sure. Do I really want to see people without 
arms ot legs? 


‘Would you?’ I say. 

‘Mmm, I don’t know. I might not like seeing people like that, 
it’s a bit sad, isn’t it?” 

That's just what I was thinking,’ 

‘We don’t have to go if you don’t want to, Gudrun.’ 


‘OK, let's not go. Or... maybe, we'll see...’ 
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n Tuesday Silvia goes to work and I stay at home. I make 

myself a big sickly breakfast of hot chocolate with pine 
nut pastries fresh from the baker's and then, still in pyjamas, I 
switch on the television, stretch out on the sofa and watch, for 
the fifth time (at least) the video recording of the Olympic 
opening ceremony. Hercules, like a giant metallic marionette on 
stilts, has just started his slow walk through the blue waves of 
a sea made of paper and people, when the phone rings. It’s 
Francina asking how the holiday in Esterri went and how many 
cow pats I stood in this year. Trust her to think of that! Last 
year I stood in two. On the surface they looked like mud but 
under the hard outer coating they were soft and messy. And I 
got glued up to the ankle, my socks covered in mountain cow 
excrement. And OK, so I was taken in more than once. 
Nobody’s perfect. 


‘Oh, only seven or eight this year. Pm getting better. Only 
joking, Pve learnt my lesson about cow pats. I look where Pm 
walking now. But something even more exciting happened to 
me this year...’ 


27 


Lucius Minicius Rides Again 


‘Go on...’ 


‘Well, we were walking across this field and we came to a 
stream, one of those typical frothing mountain streams that 
come rushing down from the top at full speed, the water all 
white foam and bubbles, and there’s me slipping on a mossy 
rock and falling in. With a humiliating splash, I might add. 


‘Did you get wet?’ 
And I thought Francina was intelligent. 


What do you think? Soaked, from head to foot. Good job it 
was hot and sunny so I could dry out as we went on with our little 
stroll. My trainers were going squeak-squelch-squeak-squelch. 


‘Now, if that happened to me I’d catch a cold, on the spot,’ 
she says, yawning loudly. 


‘And then, when we came back down the mountain and had 
to cross the same stream...’ 


You fell in again? Oh Gudrun, you're just so accident prone.’ 


‘No, hang on, we were thirsty and since the water bottle was 
empty we had to drink straight from the stream and then we 
noticed this dead goat lying there, in the water, right where we 
were standing.’ 


‘Eeeeah! That's revolting! You'll get the plague. Come and 
see me before the blisters come out all over your face, before 
you have to go into quarantine and die a slow, painful, lingering 
death. 


‘Ha-ha. Don’t know about blisters but Pve got this horrible 
spot on the side of my nose, it feels like a small plum. Mum 
calls it a blind spot. Can you imagine spots with eyes?” 


“No, I can’t. And don’t talk to me about spots. I’ve got one 
on the back of my neck that beats them all. It’s not a lump, it’s 
a hump. Maybe I’m turning into a camel.’ 
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After I’ve hung up I switch off the TV and then dress as fast 
as is humanly possible. I am now suddenly dying to see 
Francina. My mouth is yearning to chat and laugh with 
someone its own age. Since Francina spends July and most of 
August at the family beach house in Torredembarra and 
disappears from the face of my earth for weeks, I haven't seen 
her all summer. 


We sort through the record collection which does in fact 
belong to Francina’s brother, Xavi. The assortment of LPs and 
tapes is vast, most of them by American and British groups 
with strange names such as The Offspring and Pearl Jam and 
Red Hot Chili Peppers and Led Zeppelin, all of which I like 
but Francina doesn’t. She likes Catalan rock groups. Their 
names ate easier to pronounce, she says, and since she doesn’t 
understand what the others are singing about, she thinks the 
local bands play better. Francina is a bit of a genius when it 
comes to maths and science but she’s not so good with the arts, 
languages, for example. It’s something to do with different sides 
of the brain. The left side, the right side. She and I are 
opposites. If you cut our brains in half and put her left with 
my tight, you’d have one very all-round clever brain. 


We decide on a decent repertoire to listen to and then 
Francine shows me her new, slightly padded bra and the 
monster spot that’s a hump not a lump. Then, after we’ve 
compared the intensity of our suntans and the intensity of the 
shampoo smells in our hair (Francina's is aromatic herbs, mine 
is aloe vera) we sprawl on the bed and discuss our mutual hatred 
for the words Back to School, which start appearing in/on 
newspapers, magazines, shop windows, TV, buses and the walls 
of the underground from the middle of August. 
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‘It’s disgusting,’ says Francina, ‘and the way all the kids in the 
pictures are posing with stupid happy smiles as if they just love 
going back to school. As if! Nobody in their right mind is happy 
about starting school again; they're not in touch with reality, 
those kids. Will you be going to the choir this year? I don’t know 
whether to drop it or not. 


‘I don’t know, I can't decide. It’s such a drag having to be 
there at four on a Saturday afternoon. But on the other hand if 
we don’t go we won't learn any nice new songs like that one 
about Lucius Minicius. Do you remember that guy at the 
concert coming down the steps in his Roman tunic? It was 
really moving, I nearly cried. I didn’t though,’ 


‘What, with those skinny little legs showing? Gudrun, he was 
pathetic.’ 


“Yeah, he was a bit, but the song was nice. I’ll miss that sort 
of stuff if I drop out of the choir. I mean, what will I sing in 
the shower?’ 


‘Nah, you can sing something by one of our favourite groups. 


‘It’s not the same. Anyway, if we do drop out it will mean 
we'll have all Saturday afternoon to ourselves, but... to do 
what? It'll just be more hours to do more of the same, 
wandering aimlessly, unless we find something really, really 
interesting to do, like... like... like what?’ 


‘Yeah, that’s true. Hey, I didn’t tell you, Pm not talking to 
Gisela anymore. 


‘Oh. Why not? What's she done now?’ Any new development 
in our social circle is important and intriguing. Even if it’s only 
something to do with Gisela. Pm surprised to hear they’ve fallen 
out, again! Not very surprised, though. Francina and I have 
never fallen out. Not really. But Gisela's always been 
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problematic. She's a big-head but she’s also a hanger-on, a 
follower anda copy cat. And she can’t keep secrets, either. The 
trouble is she’s the sort of friend who is just there as a 
permanent feature. Like that naff pink and yellow monkey 
Grandma gave me years ago which I don’t actually like but 1 
haven’t the heart to get rid of. 


Francina is lying on her back with her hands behind her 
head. I’m sitting with my back against a poster of the characters 
from the TV series, Beverly Hills 90210. We're both chewing gum 
and from time to time you can hear the pop of bubbles 
exploding softly round our lips. Funny Francina should 
mention Gisela because I was thinking about her myself. It’s 
the smell of gum that always brings her to mind. One day when 
we were six she stuck a piece of strawberry chewing gum on 
my head and Silvia had to cut off a whole chunk of my hair. 
Gum doesn’t come off with shampoo. Or long, painful pulling 
sessions with a comb. 


Well; says Francina, ‘the other day we’d arranged to meet in 
the park, and Gisela turned up with Maria and Berenice and 
their gang, you know, those big girls from 8B, the repeaters, all 
made-up, dangly earrings, tight skirts, tight tops, blonde 
highlights, the works. They told me they were going into the 
centre to ‘window shop’ -boooring!- and when I said I couldn’t 
go because I hadn’t told my Mum and I had to be home at a 
certain time, Gisela says, ‘Oh well, that’s up to you, you don’t 
know what you'll be missing, though actually I did know what 
Pd be missing. And off they went and left me standing there 
like a fool. 


‘Since when has Gisela been friendly with that crowd of 
prats? I can’t stand them myself. They're snobs. They think 
they're God's gift to the world. They make me puke.’ To prove 


Lucius Minicius Rides Again 


this point I stick my finger in my mouth and nearly choke 
myself on the chewing gum. Francina laughs and then looks 
serious again. She’s obviously worried about this new situation, 
though I can’t think why. She tells me why. Her main concern 
is having to see Gisela avoiding us like the plague at break-time 
so she can hang around with the year-eight snobs. I get her 
point. I can see them all slouching next to the bins eating their 
designer label snacks and sniggering as Francina and I eat our 
homemade sandwiches out of Clingfilm. 


We'll either have to put up with them talking about us or 
join them. 


‘Gudrun, I couldn’t care less about what they’re saying and 
I certainly don’t want to join them. But, why does Gisela have 
to be such an idiot?’ 


‘Oh, she’ll come round. Don’t worry; she’ll be back sooner 
than you think. The others won’t want her once they’ve found 
out what a pain she can be. And meanwhile, we’ll survive 
without her. You’re making a storm on a mountain and a teacup 
out of a molehill’ 


Francina titters and then to celebrate my answer to her 
problem blows a giant bubble which wobbles round the tip of 
het nose like a strawberry-scented, moving blister. It bursts, of 
course, and leaves shreds of gum stuck to her lips. The pink 
thread hanging from the end of her nose looks as if she’s 
sneezed out something weird. 


“Yuk! Pink snot! Barbie snot! How fancy are you!’ 


She jumps off the bed and looks at herself in the dressing 
table mirror, viciously rubbing at her mouth and plucking at 
her nose to get the pink attachment off. For no reason at all 
she grabs her long brown hair in both hands and winds it up 
into a knot on the top of her head. Then she sticks a pencil 
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through it to hold the knot in place. Bits trail down at the sides 
from the old fringe she’s been growing out all year. She puffs 
out of the corner of her mouth, to flick them away. 


‘It was a good bubble though, you have to admit that.’ 
‘Oh definitely, it was a new Olympic record.’ 


‘Talking of Olympics, she says, throwing herself back into 
position on the bed and plumping up the pillow to make herself 
more comfortable. ‘Did you watch the Games?” 


‘Yeah, they were incredible. I had such a good time. Did you 
watch them?’ 


‘Some, the highlights in the evening. When we're at the beach 
house we hardly ever switch the telly on. I mean, we're always 
out. There was this new kid this year, a French boy called 
Raymond (she gives the name full French pronunciation); he was 
fifteen, a real show off, and he smoked liked a flipping chimney, 
making out he was all grown-up and super cool.’ 


‘Did you fancy him?’ 
‘Mmm, a bit, and he was a real whizz kid playing table tennis. 


Anyway, as I was saying, talking of Olympics, the other Games 
start this week.’ 


“The ones for the disabled athletes.’ 


Yes, the Paralympics. My dad says we're going to see these, 
he says they're much more important than the others. The 
athletes do incredible things despite their disabilities and we 
have to show them support. Will you be going? We could even 
go together. 

‘I don’t know, I don’t think I want to see people without legs 
and arms. Do you think you'll like it? Do you think you can take 
it?’ 


Lucius Minicius Rides Again 


‘Of course! Why not? Why shouldn’t I want to see them? I 
mean, even if you try not to have to see people like that it 
doesn’t mean they don’t exist, you know. And since they actually 
do exist, they have the right to enjoy themselves too. If they 
can get some sort of satisfaction out of sport I think we have 
to stand by them and show them all the support we can, 


My heart sinks to well below my knees and I probably blush. 
I can feel the heat rising on my cheeks. Pm ashamed of myself. 
Francina sounds grown up saying what she’s just said, or maybe 
she was only quoting from her father. Whatever, she has 
certainly expressed herself well and seems totally convinced. I 
feel suddenly inadequate and dissatisfied with myself. Not just 
because I could never have formulated such a well-constructed 
reason for watching the Paralympic Games, but because all I 
could come up with was a stupid comment about wanting or 
not wanting to see people without legs. Here I am, Little Miss 
Selfish in person. What a pathetic character. Francina is 
absolutely right and for this reason I think maybe I should go 
and see the Games after all. 


I don’t quite know how to respond. Francina’s humming to 
the music and swinging her foot up and down, lost in thought, 
relaxed. I turn to look at the posters of our favourite characters 
from the TV series we’ve been watching for nearly a year. 
Brenda and Brandon, Andrea and Dylan and Kelly. Oh, 
beautiful Kelly with her long blond, impeccable hair. They're 
all so good-looking, so gorgeous, so perfect. And they're all rich 
and lead exciting lives. They have pools and beach parties and 
their own cars! Nothing gets cooler than that. You can’t help 
envying them and wishing you could be like them. 


I think about what Francina has just said about the disabled 
athletes and an uncomfortable realisation hits me. The life style 
depicted in our favourite soap is nothing but a pretend reality. 
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Suddenly I am overwhelmed by disappointment. It’s comfortable 
to imagine that the world the gleaming young Americans live in 
represents something ordinary and real, even just as an escape 
for girls like me. Much more comforting and pleasant than 
thinking about people with a disability. It’s easy to forget that 
there are adults and adolescents and little kids who are blind or 
have to spend their lives in a wheelchair. But, as Francina has 
just stated, they still do exist even if the more fortunate among 
us try to ignore them. 


‘Do you think Beverly Hills will be on this autumn?’ I say, 
changing the topic because I feel uncomfortable and maybe a 
little sad. 


T think they're doing another series with the same characters, 
but older? 


‘I wish I was older. 
‘Well, don’t worry about it, you’ll get there.’ 


Tm fed up of being this age... I wish I didn’t have to go on 
holiday with my mum, to where she wants to go. It’s always the 
same. It’s getting boring.’ 

‘I go on holiday with my mum, it’s what you do when you're 
thirteen, Gudrun,’ 


‘Yeah, but there’s four of you, you’ve got a dad and a 
brother. It must be more fun when there’s more people.’ 


‘When we're not falling out and getting on each other's 
nerves. 


‘If we were older we could go somewhere together, on a 
train or a bus or hitchhiking! I mean, why not? Travel light with 
a minimum of stuff, just a backpack and not a million different 
suitcases and bags.’ 


Lucius Minicius Rides Again 


‘You'd need more than just a backpack, my girl. You wouldn't 
be able to go anywhere without a ton of books to read and a 
ton of notebooks to write in. 


Dream-crusher!” I stick my tongue out at Francina. She 
sticks hers out at me, and there’s the coil of gum sitting in the 
middle, like a pink plastic alien blob. The feeling I get is of 
being totally childish, light years away from the age when 
Francina and I will sling a toothbrush and a few clothes (and 
some books) in a backpack and head off somewhere - 
anywhere, without parental guidance. I sigh in utter misery. 


‘Wouldn’t you like to have hair like Kelly’s? She's so beautiful. 
Suddenly I’m angry with somebody, or something. ’m angry 
with the world. Because I don’t look like Kelly or because I 
don’t know how to handle the Paralympic Games and what they 
mean, or because Francina’s made me see a little truth about 
myself. 


She shrugs cheerfully and says: You do look a bit like 
Brenda, with your dark hair. Though hers isn’t quite so curly, 
of course.’ Her smile calms me down. I relax a bit and then I 
don’t feel quite so bad. I tell her that in that case she’s Andrea, 
the intelligent one with the intellectual glasses. She pulls the 
pencil from her topknot and lets her hair tumble round her face. 
I laugh at the way she ruffles it and scrunches it up with her 
hand and takes on a sexy pose. Pouting her lips like Marilyn 
Monroe. 


‘But Pd still like to have Kelly’s hair, blond, long, smooth and 
straight, not like mine. I hate my hair. It’s just a mess of horrible 
curls. When I’m older and Silvia lets me do what I want, Pm 
going to have it straightened. There's this perm that makes your 
hair completely straight, did you know?’ 
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‘And then dye it blond? But it wouldn’t be you then, would 
it? You’d be somebody different. Why would you want to be 
somebody different, Gudrun?’ 


At that moment Francina’s mother arrives from work and 
starts rattling pans in the kitchen. The smell of things being 
fried drifts out and follows me along the hall. Francina comes 
down to the street with me. 


‘What shall we do this afternoon, Francina? And tomorrow, 
and the day after that and the rest of our lives?’ 


‘Oh, how profoundly philosophical! 


‘We could go somewhere. Why don’t we go down into town 
and have a drink or something?’ 


‘I can’t. Pve got an appointment at the dentist’s and you 
know what that means. You have an appointment at five, you 
go in at seven and come out at eight.’ 


‘What are you having done?’ 


‘Braces! Didn’t I tell you? I thought I was going to get by 
without them but, no. Pm going to look so ugly. 


I pat her gently on the back. ‘I’m so sorry for you. You have 
my deepest sympathy. Just when we were talking about wanting 
to look gorgeous like Brenda and Kelly and they go and stick 
braces on your teeth! It’s not fair. I suppose it'll be my turn one 
day too. Not that even braces will be able to do anything for 
these great horse teeth at the front, but you know what dentists 
are like. That’s what I was saying. I want to be older so we don’t 
have these problems.” 


“Then we'd have other problems, life is full of problems.’ 
“Maybe they’d be more exciting problems.’ 


‘How can a problem be exciting, for goodness’ sake?’ 
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‘But just imagine, if we could work we’d have our own 
money and then we could go out more and do all sorts of stuff 
without having to ask for money from our parents.’ 


‘Yeah, like hitchhiking round the globe with two pairs of 
socks and a library of books in a knapsack... anyway, I don’t 
know what you’ve got to complain about, you always seem to 
have money. And I don’t want to have to go to work just yet. 
Let me enjoy being a teenager? 


I suggest we meet tomorrow, but Francina can’t. Her aunty’s 
coming to dinner. 


I pull a face of disapproval. Or maybe Pm jealous that 
Francina has aunties who come to dinner. Nobody ever comes 
to dinner with me and Silvia, apart from Grandma. But then I 
don’t have aunties, or uncles, or cousins. It’s just me, my mother 
and her mother. The Three Musketeers. One for all and all for 
one, ot however the saying goes. 


We agree to meet on Friday, to see the new John Travolta 
film Look Who’s Talking, 1 say she’ll have to wear a red carnation 
because I probably won’t recognise her with braces. And a 
plastic mac, she says, because when she talks no doubt she'll be 
spitting saliva all over the place. I turn to head off home and 
Francina shouts out after me. 


‘And Gudrun, don’t go blonde on me yet! 


Just as I am reaching the house I notice a poster stuck on a 
telephone box on the cornet of the street. It shows an athlete 
in a wheelchair with three wheels, two at the back and one at 
the front on a long axle. Beads of sweat run down the man’s 
face, which is all screwed up by the effort he is making in the 
race. But he’s also smiling and holding up his fist, in a white 
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glove, in what can only be described as a gesture of triumph 
and joy. 

Silver won't be enough the slogan reads. I stand for a while, 
stating at the poster until Silvia arrives and makes me jump. 


‘What are you doing standing here, sweetheart? Come on, let’s 
eat.’ 


Over salad and pork booklets I tell her all about Gisela, 
Francina’s braces, the smoking French boy and the plan for 
Friday, and in this way I forget all about the man on the 
telephone box. 
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n Thursday afternoon I go to Silvia’s office and while she 

works on one computer I play games on another. Teenage 
Mutant Ninja Turtles, Sim Life and Mario. Pm not a huge fan 
of such games but it’s better than sitting at home, alone. 
Besides, when she finishes her work I know we ate going 
shopping and that is something to look forward to. Sure 
enough, ‘Done!’ she announces eventually, and locks the door 
and tells me to keep my eyes open for a taxi. We could walk to 
the nearest bus stop and wait for a bus but we don’t know how 
long the wait might be. And it’s hot, and Silvia can afford the 
occasional taxi, though I can’t help wondering what Francina 
would say. “You’re so bourgeois’, probably. I’m not sure she 
really knows what that means. I think it means well-off and lazy 
and comfortable and it makes me think of the French 
Revolution when people had their heads cut off for being like 
that. 


To be fair to my mother she works very hard at what she 
does. I just enjoy the comforts her profession provides for us. 
I do sometimes take buses, and the underground. I like taking 
the underground; it’s full of movement and music, graffiti and 
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vatied smells. Black tobacco, Spanish omelette, stale beer. 
Sometimes it smells of pee. I wonder if the underground in 
other cities round the world smells the same. 


In the department store she buys me a new school uniform 
because last year’s is suddenly too small. Either it’s shrunk or 
I’ve grown. I have been wearing it for the past three years. 


You've grown incredibly fast this year, sweetheart, says Silvia. 


I hate my school uniform with the horrible pleated navy 
skirt, the white blouse and the red sweater. I can’t wait to move 
up to secondary school where Pll be able to dress the way I 
want to, in jeans or leggings instead of those disgusting long 
red socks that always slip down and end up in a roll above my 
shoes half way through the morning. Besides, the uniform 
makes me look childish, and still one year to go! As the shop 
assistant folds everything up neatly in a bag for us and my 
mother signs the cheque, 1 get a slight feeling of guilt that this 
new uniform will only see one year of wear. Now that's 
bourgeois. I hope we”ll be able to pass it on to someone else. 
Sílvia doesn't seem perturbed, though. 


In the sports department she lets me chose a new school bag 
because last year's is torn and the zip doesn't work, and in the 
basement (accessories) I pick out a few notebooks in a Scottish 
plaid design (very fashionable) and a file and a pencil case to 
match. Francina has the same ones, we will look like twins. 


Then, since it’s still too early and still too warm to go back 
home we have supper in a pizza restaurant. I have Tropical, with 
ham and pineapple. Silvia has Vegetarian, which is piled high 
with artichokes and strands of spinach and slices of mushroom. 
We both leave the hard crusty edge where the tomato and 
cheese don’t reach. 


It’s dark and a little cooler by the time we set off walking 
home slowly along Passeig de Gracia right up to the obelisk at 
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the intersection with Diagonal Avenue. Then we see the very 
bus we need to take us home and Silvia says let’s run to catch it, 
because, with all the shopping, it’s a bit of a pull for both of us. 


When we get in I go straight to bed to read the book 
Francina lent me on Tuesday. It’s very absorbing and I’m 
reading it too fast. When it comes to books I’m like a kid with 
a packet of crisps, I wolf them down greedily. It’s a good thing 
reading isn’t fattening. Pd be obese. 

My shelves ate full of books but I’ve read them all, some 
two ot three times. There’s a whole collection in different 
colours according to reader-age: the thin white ones with huge 
print and not many words to a page which I read when I was 
seven; the blue ones with smaller print and not so many 
drawings; the orange ones with small print, big words and plots 
and finally the red ones which are for over-fourteens and are 
realist novels. Sometimes they have swear words in them and 
knife fights and sex and drugs and things like that. 


I definitely need some new books, but for now I still have 
half of Francina’s to enjoy, so I snuggle down under the sheets 
and lose myself in a story of mysterious mountains and a girl 
with special powers. 


Ten minutes later the door opens and Silvia comes in saying: 
‘Get up, Gudrun, come and see what’s on the news.’ 


Reluctantly I put down the book and follow her through to 
the lounge where I curl up on the sofa and look at the television 
screen, seriously hoping it is something worth being disturbed 
for. She says it’s the highlights of the opening ceremony of the 
Paralympic Games and it’s really beautiful. She’s mad with 
herself for forgetting it was on today. We could have gone 
shopping tomorrow and stayed at home to watch it. 
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I see: the stadium packed with people waving a giant white 
hand as the delegations march in, though ‘march’ isn’t always 
the right word as some come in on crutches, or in wheelchairs, 
ot on small motorised scooters because they don’t have legs, or 
walking arm in arm with guides, because they’re blind. 


I see: dancers dressed in white, playing huge castanets from 
Ibiza, and groups of children singing on a stage, and a young 
man on a trial motorbike riding up to the clock tower over the 
Marathon Gate. When he comes back down he’s got the 
Paralympic mascot, Petra, riding pillion behind him, but it’s a 
real person dressed as Petra and she’s waving to the crowds with 
a white handkerchief held not in her hand but in her toes, 
because Petra has no arms. 


Silvia is right. The ceremony is beautiful. It’s alive with sound 
and light and colour and everybody looks so happy. 


That night I dream about Petra and the man on the 
motorbike. At least I know it’s supposed to be them but in 
actual fact it’s Mr Thomas, from the fruit shop, who is riding 
the motorbike. Mr Thomas is about sixty years old, always has 
an unlit cigar in his mouth and says such things as ‘eat a lot of 
kiwis, darling, they're as nourishing as a steak’ or “don't take any 
notice if you find a maggot or two in the chestnuts, it just 
means they’te extra tasty’ and he always winks at me. Anyway, 
the Petra in the dream isn’t the real one either. It’s me with both 
arms tied behind my back. As we ride around the stadium, 
which looks mote like the school playground, Pm shouting into 
Mr Thomas’ eat: Tm falling off! Pm falling off! I can't keep 
my balance!’ And Mr Thomas laughs this evil cartoon laugh... 
mwabahaba. 
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Francina also appears in the dream, after her visit to the 
dentist's. She's wearing a dog muzzle and is crying desperately 
because she says she looks ugly and she can’t chew gum. Finally, 
when all these strange images have faded away in a white mist, 
for a second I see a man in a wheelchair with three wheels 
approaching at the speed of a weary tortoise from the horizon. 
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Chapter Four 


Pe arranged, Francina and I meet on Friday afternoon in the 
centre of town. Since the typical end-of-August storms the 
weather’s settled down again, temperatures have risen and the 
sun is just as burning hot as it was in the middle of July. So 
here’s Francina, emerging from the underground, ted in the face 
and moaning about the heat. And no wonder. She’s wearing 
black leggings and a long-sleeved summer T-shirt, and socks. 


‘Pheeeew, this is un-bear-able!’ she goes, puffing and huffing. 

Well, Pm not surprised, the way you're dressed!’ 

Francina stops for a moment and looks down at herself. 

“So? Don’t you like my outfit?’ 

‘Yeah, but it’s a bit mad to go about like that in summer, all 
wrapped up, I mean hello, it’s thirty-five degrees!’ 


‘Mmm, well, I thought I might be a bit hot in the street, but 
you know what happens inside the cinema with the ait 
conditioning. I always end up frozen. I suppose I could have 
brought my anorak in a bag; 


‘And your scarf, and gloves, and long woolly socks, and a 
flask of hot soup?’ 
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We laugh hysterically at the thought of Francina wrapping 
up to keep warm in the air conditioned cinema. 


‘Hey, and what happened to the braces? Aren’t you wearing 
them or ate they invisible?’ 


‘Oh, I wish they were. No, I haven’t got them yet because 
they weren’t ready. I’ve got to go again next week. At least I’ve 
been spared one week of life without them. Do you remember 
what Anna said when she got braces a couple of years ago? She 


was so happy, as if wearing braces was something to be proud’ 


of. She kept saying: Tve got to wear braces, haven't you?” 


At the cinema we join the queue and once inside we buy two 
boxes of popcorn and some fizzy drinks and then settle down 
in the stalls. The place is packed with kids our age but also 
mothers, everybody munching and crunching or slurping 
through straws. We notice there are more girls than boys, and 
no fathers. It’s just an observation. Clearly this is going to be a 
mother-and-daughter movie. 


Two hours later we're back on the bus home, talking about 
yesterday's opening ceremony, which was incredibly beautiful, 
and also laughing about the film, which was incredibly cool. 
Francina says I can go to her house for dinner tomorrow if I 
like. She says we could finish all our summer homework 
together and, since I’ve still got a few pages of music left to do, 
because I can’t make head nor tail of it, I think this is a very 
good idea. Francina’s good at music theory, because of the left 
side of the brain thing again, so she’ll be able to help me. And 
then, she says, we could make candles with the candle-making 
set she got for Kings last year. 


Tll show you how to make a candle in the shape of a fish 
and you can give it to your mother on her saint’s day. 


‘Well, that’s very nice of you,’ I say, laying on the gratitude 
in a jokey manner. ‘And what's for dinner then?’ 


48 


Bev Allan 


‘Oh, all your favourite things, Swiss chard with peas and 
cabbage, fried liver and kidneys...’ 


I hate these things and Francina knows it. 


‘Mmmm, in that case I think Pll bring a Tupperware from 
home. 


We stand chatting for half an hour on the corner of 
Francina’s street. We talk about the films we’ve seen and the 
ones we want to see and the actors and actresses we like best. 


“That Chon Revolting can’t half dance, says Francina, getting 
the name wrong on purpose. 


‘How do you know? I’ve never seen him in anything apart 
from Look Who's Talking.’ 


‘Course you have. He's the one in Grease. You know, we saw 
> 
it at my house on video. 
y 


She starts to sing a fast number from the musical - 
you retheonethatlwant - dadadada - da - da - daa- accompanied by an 
improvised dance routine. This involves running really fast on 
the spot, swinging round a lamp post and jumping on and off 
the pavement between two parked motorbikes. In the end she 
trips herself up and Pm laughing so much I’m practically crying, 
With Francina around, who needs the cinema for entertainment? 


Well, Pm off? I dry my eyes, feeling an ache under my rib 
cage from laughing so much. “Pll see you tomorrow then. And 
Pl give you that book back, I’ve finished it. It’s brilliant. 


“Already?” 
Yeah, I wish I hadn’t read it so fast. Got any more?’ 
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fs quarter to ten when Pm putting the key in the lock and 
suddenly it occurs to me that maybe Pm a little late home. 
But, Sílvia is busy in the kitchen preparing the supper and 
doesn’t seem to be aware of the time. 


“Oh, hello, she says distractedly. ‘Did you have a good time? 
Nice film?’ 


‘Great! It was so funny. What’s for supper? I’m starving. Can 
you hear my stomach growling?’ 


No answer from Sílvia. She goes on washing lettuce at the 
sink as if she’s forgotten I’m there. Surprised I say again: ‘Mum, 
I said what's for supper, apart from lettuce?” 


‘Ah, mmm... yes, Pm making a salad. I don’t know what else. 
What do you fancy?’ 


‘TIl make some of my cheese omelettes, shall IP’ 


I love making omelettes, beating the yolks and the whites 
until they’re all mixed up and then watching them transform in 
the pan. I open the fridge and take out a couple of brown eggs. 


‘Would you like one of my omelettes?’ 
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Silvia nods and then goes to the kitchen table and sinks onto 
a chair, as if she is either exhausted or relieved that I’ve solved 
the problem of what to do for supper. 


‘Mum? What’s the matter? You look a bit strange. Have you 
got a headache or something?’ 


‘No, no. Pm just a bit... surprised. I had a phone call tonight 
which knocked the wind out of me. I wasn’t expecting it.’ 


This is when I panic. Maybe somebody’s died and she doesn’t 
know how to tell me. A friend of mine, or one of hers. Or 
Grandma! Grandma’s nearly seventy, which is pretty old, but 
she’s as strong as an ox and it’s not very likely that she would 
suddenly die without being ill or anything. But sometimes things 
do happen like that, out of the blue. If the news is bad it’s better 
for her to get it over with as fast as possible. So, in a firm, 
decisive voice I say: ‘If somebody’s died, you must tell me right 
away.’ 

It’s a relief to see the smile which forms on Silvia’s face. 


‘No, nobody’s died. It’s nothing like that, love. It’s much 
simpler. I can’t concentrate on supper because I now have the 
problem of what to do for dinner tomorrow. We have an 
unexpected guest.’ 


‘Oh, is that all? You scared me! I was imagining all sorts of 
terrible things. But I don’t have to be here, do I? Francina’s 
invited me round to her house for dinner and I’m really looking 
forward to it, 


A frown and the clicking of her tongue. I know what comes 
next. So much for homework and fish candles. “Yes, Gudrun, 
you do have to be here. It’s an obligation.’ 


‘Oh, great! Francina’s expecting me!” The good mood Pd 
come home with now becomes annoyance. ‘And in any case, 
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you still haven’t told me who this mystery person is, the one 
who phoned you and knocked you for six.” 


“You said it, girl. Knocked me for six. Left me breathless and 
very nervous. Francina is no problem. You can phone her and 
apologise and you can always go another day. Pm sure both she 
and her mother will understand, especially in the circumstances, 
mince.” 


‘What circumstances?’ 


‘If you'll let me finish, Pll tell you!’ She looks at me, her eyes 
wide open and her mouth held in a tense smile. I plump down 
on a chair facing her and start to tap my fingers up and down 
the edge of the table as if I am playing the keys of an invisible 
piano. 


‘It’s very important for you to be here tomorrow, Gudrun, 
because your father is coming to see you,’ she says, slowly, so 
that I can follow each word and take it all in and get the 
meaning. Brusquely I stop playing the silent piano. 


‘I haven’t got a father so how can a father I haven't got be 
coming to see me?’ 


‘Of course you have a father. You know perfectly well. I told 
you about him years ago and I thought you’d understood. 
Maybe you were too young and we haven't talked about him 
since then because... well, because for me it was a closed 
matter. But, now might be the right moment to bring it all into 
the open and talk about it again since tomorrow he’ll be here. 


“The only thing I know about this person you call my father, 
apart from the fact that he’s German, is that he left you when 
I was one and since I don’t remember anything about my first 
year of life I don’t think I’m exaggerating if I say I have never 
known him. Pm indignant and angry. I feel as if I’m reaching 
boiling point and something is burning in my chest. 
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When I was about five or six Silvia told me that my father, 
Markus Rilz, had decided to return to Germany when I was just 
a baby and that she hadn’t heard from him for years. ’ve grown 
up with the idea that the man who married my mother must 
have been a thoughtless, egocentric monster to abandon her 
with a one-year-old child, and over the years I’ve sort of learnt 
to hate him, without even knowing him. Not that Pve spent 
much time thinking about him, only on and off. 


‘I know you've never known him, Gudrun...’ 


‘So how come, after all these years of not showing the least 
bit of interest in us, in me, his so-called daughter, he suddenly 
phones you and says he wants to meet me? I don’t want him to 
know me, I don’t want to know him. And to be totally honest, 
I have no desire to even see him. 


Silvia looks slightly shocked at my bitterness, but is it 
surprising that I feel this way? 


‘Gudrun, she begins, in that serious tone of hers which 
means she’s about to reprimand me, ‘you mustn’t criticise your 
father for what happened. It’s an adult matter you probably 
wouldn’t be able to understand. I know it must be difficult for 
you but I want you to show a bit more... tolerance, maybe, like 
a grown-up would, and try not to judge him too harshly,’ 


“You're not making any sense, mother. First you say I 
wouldn't understand because it’s a grown-up matter, then you 
tell me to understand it like a grown-up!’ 


‘OK, Pm not explaining myself very well. Pm sorry. Listen, 
he’s come to Barcelona for the first time in years and he wants 
to take this opportunity to see us again. If he wants to know 
you then I want you to know him too. What did you expect me 
to say to him when he asked if he could come? No, Markus, 
don’t come, Gudrun won't want to see you. Mm?’ 
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‘Well, why not? He’s never wanted to see me before! He’s 
treated us both very badly, Mum. You have to admit that. I feel 
worse now that he’s suddenly come to light than I have done 
all these years because Pd managed to forget he even existed. I 
mean, I’ve learnt to get by very well without him and now I feel 
hurt because maybe I should have missed having a father 
around. I don’t know how to explain... do you understand what 
I’m trying to say?’ 

I search my mother’s face for a look of understanding, to 
see if she knows what is going through my mind. To see if 
maybe she knows better than I do what I’m feeling. She stares 
back at me, her gaze melting into tenderness. 


“Of course I understand you, perfectly. But P'm the one 
who’s let you down and I feel ashamed. Part of what you’re 
feeling is my fault. There’s something I should have told you a 
long time ago but... it was too painful for me to talk about it. 
You see, if we try to hide the truth, or at least keep it out of 
sight, in a way it does help you to forget and then, to a certain 
degtee, it’s easier to go on living, You think you’ve found some 
peace, but it’s only a pretend peace. Because in the end, the 
truth always comes to the surface and then you have to face it, 
whether you like it or not. And now I’m facing it.’ 


The look in her eyes is suddenly very sad and I'm ashamed 
of my brusque and thoughtless reaction. 


“You mean you’ve lost your peace, even though it was only 
pretend?’ I say, calmer now. And also maybe a little sad myself. 


‘Yes, that’s about right. Look, you remember I told you that 
when Markus went back to Germany he had a bad car accident?’ 


“Yes, I remember that. But you also told me he’d recovered.’ 
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Silvia sighs and runs her fingers over the surface of the table, 
smoothing what doesn’t need smoothing. ‘Oh yes, he recovered. 
I mean he could have died. But he didn’t. Fortunately. The only 
thing is that there were long-term consequences. Markus was 
left paraplegic.’ 

‘Paraplegic? Which means...?” 


‘A damaged spine. He can’t walk. He has to move around in 
a wheelchair. 


A tickle starts up in my armpits. Something churns in my 
stomach. I think about all the people we saw making their way 
into the stadium the other night, hopping on crutches, gliding 
on wheels, being led by guides and how every single face was 
lit up by a radiant smile. Suddenly I am swamped with the urge 
to cry. But who for? For them? For my father? For me? My 
simple little world of beautiful things has just been smashed 
into small particles. My comfortable, peaceful world, in which, 
up until a minute ago, there was no room for ugly things and 
the only problems I ever had to face were getting good marks 
ot deciding how to spend my Saturday afternoons, has just 
ceased to exist. I swallow hard and take a deep breath. To keep 
the tears away. 


‘And what is he doing in Barcelona? Has he by any chance 
come for the Paralympic Games or is it just a coincidence?’ 


“Markus is a journalist. He's come with the German team to 
cover the events and report on them for his newspaper. 


‘Ah. I see. Pll make the omelettes now, shall I?’ 


We eat in silence. Pm trying my best to sort out how I feel 
and until I’ve handled the shock and let it sink in i can’t bring 
myself to open my mouth and talk. All sorts of things are going 
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through my head, mostly questions I have no answers for. In 
the end I say: 


“And will he come here in his wheelchair?’ 
Silvia gives a nervous little laugh. 


‘Of course. His wheels are his legs. How else would he 
come?” 

‘OK, but, how will I talk to him? Pve never met a disabled 
person before; I won't know how to look at him. 


‘Just look at him the same way you would anybody else. I 
don’t suppose it will take much getting used to, seeing him in a 
wheelchair.’ 


‘Since I never really saw him without one, you mean. But 
what will we talk about?’ 


‘You, him, his job, your hobbies, music, Barcelona, the 
weather, whatever!’ 


‘I can’t speak German. 


‘Markus speaks Catalan very well. I don’t know how he’s 
managed but he still speaks it perfectly, I was very impressed 
with him on the phone.’ 


‘Will he sit with us at the table in his wheelchair?’ 
“Yes, I suppose so.’ 
‘I won't be able to eat anything. I might feel...’ 


‘Don’t be silly! A man is coming to eat with us tomorrow, 
not a gorilla, not an alien from outer space.’ 


I can’t help smiling. Pd probably be happier if it was an alien 
coming to dinner. I feel like the little girl I used to be, asking 
my mother if the sun becomes the moon at night. She takes 


my hand and holds it tight. 
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‘Gudrun, please! Make an effort. Be nice to him, be polite. 
Be friendly. I know you can do it. You can be very grown-up 
when you want to. I trust you. 


As I lie in bed in the dark, thinking things over, the door 
opens and Silvia comes creeping in. The mattress jiggles, the 
sheets ruffle and I notice the pleasant smell of my mother’s 
face getting nearer and nearer to my nose. Then the soft touch 
of her hand on my hair and finally on my cheek. 


‘Have I woken you, love?’ she whispers. 
‘No, I can’t sleep anyway.’ 
Tm not surprised. Listen Gudrun, don’t worry. Everything 


will be all right, you'll see. It’ll only be a few hours and then it 
will all be over.’ 


I lie there in silence and consider what she’s said. She might 
be right but I still don’t like this new and uncomfortable 
situation. I feel uneasy, apprehensive, as if somehow I know a 
new and unexpected stage in my life is about to start and 
everything is going to change. I don’t think I want this kind of 
change. She’s stroking my face with a warm hand which smells 
of the collagen hand cream she uses to keep the skin soft. 
Because, in spite of everything, this is what I’m used to, just 
her and me and the smell of hand cream. It’s how I want it to 
be, with no intrusions. 


I just can’t understand why now all of a sudden he wants to 
meet me. We were doing fine without him, weren’t we? Haven't 
we managed all this time without him and won’t we go on 
managing very well even if he never comes to see us? He'll only 
disturb us. I don’t want him to come and spoil our lives. I don’t 
need him and I’m sure he doesn’t need me either, 
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‘He knows that, he knows you don’t need him. It’s just... he 
wants to see you. That’s all. He’s not going to ask anything of 
you. Now don’t worry. I promise you, nothing and nobody is 
going to change our lives, not even Markus Rilz.” 


She kisses me on the cheek and creeps away again, closing 
the door softly behind her. I turn to look at the clock and see 
it is half past twelve. Nestling into the pillow with my eyes 
closed, I say to myself over and over again: “Everything will be 
fine, everything will be fine...’ until I fall asleep. 


In my dreams Grandma appears in a white apron, frying a 
live fish. The maths teacher shows up too and tells me that if I 
don’t eat up the chocolate mint ice cream in three seconds Pll 
have to repeat the year. I start to cry and the teacher pulls up a 
chair and sits down in front of me, saying: Don't cry, my 
daughter, don’t cry.’ But it isn’t the maths teacher anymore. It’s 
another man with a disfigured, monster face and horrible 
twisted hands and, little by little, the chair turns into a sort of 
bicycle with three wheels. I wake with a start just as the man 
on the bike is starting to slip backwards down an endless slope. 
I feel scared, knowing I can do nothing to stop this man from 
falling into the abyss. 
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Chapter Six 


n the morning, while I shower and wash my hait, I can’t stop 

myself from imagining Markus Rilz as the man in the dream 
with the hands and the face of a monster. And what if he really 
is like that? I won't be able to look him in the eyes. Imagine if 
he tries to take hold of my hand and his is deformed and 
horrible, like the hand in my dream. I shudder and then a wave 
of nerves ripples through my stomach. Another problem is 
how Pm supposed to greet him. Should I call him Markus? Or 
Herr Rilz? Or would he expect to hear me call him Papa? No 
way. I can’t call him Papa. Maybe he was my father once at a 
specific moment in the past, at a time when I couldn’t even talk 
yet, but not now. I’ve lived so long without a father that I don’t 
really need one. Especially not a disabled father. 


What can you do with a father who spends his life in a 
wheelchair and can never walk at your side or teach you to 
dance a waltz or play beach volley ball like other fathers do? I 
hate to think that my father is a prisoner of his own disability 
and permanently tied to a wheelchair. I don’t want him to be 
like that. I feel let down, angry with life for giving me this 
sudden cruel blow. None of it is my fault. I want to get out of 
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the shower and run out of the house, wet hair and all, and go 
to Francina’s to do music homework and make a candle fish to 
give my mother on her saint’s day. 


But I don’t do that of course. I sit and wait in my room, 
writing up my diary and then reading one of my favourite kids’ 
books about a little vampire. I must have read that book a 
thousand times but now I need it, to sort of anchor me in the 
past when I was happy and carefree, because in the present Pm 
all adrift and floating. 


The door bell rings. 


I drop the book and peep out through the crack in my half- 
open door. Hiding, eavesdropping on the voices that come 
from the entrance hall. My mother speaks and then there’s a 
man’s deep voice replying in Catalan, with a slight accent. 
Markus Rilz is here, Silvia is greeting him, and now it’s my turn 
to step out of my hiding place and go and do the same. I can’t 
stay in my room all day, so let’s get it over with. Silvia said it 
would only be a question of a few hours and then goodbye and 
good riddance, things would go back to normal and nothing 
would have changed. I hope she was right. 


I go out of the room, close the door behind me and set off 
down the corridor, on the longest journey I have ever made. 


He’s sitting in the wheelchair with his back to me. The first 
thing I notice is the mass of thick wavy hair and the colour of 
it. Honey mixed with chestnut brown. It’s so long it covers his 
neck but doesn’t quite reach his shoulders, which are wide and 
muscular through the T-shirt. On his back Petra the Paralympic 
mascot smiles out at me as I approach. What I hear is this: ... 
you're looking well... you too... you look different somehow, 
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you've straightened your hair... I do sometimes... it suits 
you... thank you... 


Silvia turns then and says: ‘Oh there you are! Gudrun, come 
and meet Markus.’ 


I think she looks slightly nervous but also happy. She’s 
wearing pale apricot lipstick which tones perfectly with her 
suntanned skin. Her jaw-length hair looks exceptionally 
beautiful today. She’s washed it and brush-dried it until there’s 
no trace of the undisciplined coils I always call soft corkscrews. 
Now it’s smooth and neat and shiny. As Markus has noticed. 
She looks lovely. She’s done it for him. 


When Markus turns his chair, I notice his hands on the 
wheels. They're normal hands and a smile breaks out on my 
face before I can stop it. Whoops, I think. I hadn’t meant to 
smile so readily at this intruder. But here I am, smiling and 
moving in closet. 


‘Hello, Gudrun! How are your’ says Markus, now looking 
directly at me. I have to admit he has a friendly face and a wide 
attractive smile. His eyes are the same brown as his hair, with 
specks of gold in them like melted butter. He holds out his 
hand, a large hand, perfectly shaped. I take this hand, which is 
strong and warm, and then I lean in to kiss Markus on the 
cheeks. It’s what you do with friends and family. It feels strange 
kissing a man who doesn’t stand up to greet me. 


Tm fine, and how ate your’ 


Tm very well, he says with a grin. “Very excited to be back 
in Barcelona. Your Olympic city! Wow, they’ve really done the 
old town up beautifully, haven’t they? You must be really proud 
to live here.’ 


I shrug and say, ‘Well, I suppose so.’ 
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I wonder if he’s just being nice or if this is the way he is. To 
keep the ball rolling now it’s started I ask him if he watched the 
Games. As soon as I’ve said this I regret it because maybe a man 
in his condition doesn’t like to watch other people running and 
jumping. But Markus is smiling and nodding enthusiastically. 


‘You bet I did. It was fortunate I was on holiday so I was 
able to sit in front of the TV all day from dawn to dusk. I 
enjoyed every minute of the Games. And it was great to see 
how well everything went, don’t you think, Sílvia?’ 


She laughs. ‘Well, with the reputation we have here for bad 
organization and lack of punctuality people thought things were 
bound to go wrong. But, as it happens, they didn’t. I think in 
the end things went even better than planned.’ 


‘Did you go to many competitions? I hope you made the 
most of it all by taking your daughter to see as many events as 
possible. Things like this don’t happen in the same place twice 
you know. 


‘Oh yes, we certainly made the most of it, didn’t we, Gudrun?” 


‘Mum had a special pass because she knew someone on the 
committee, so we were really lucky. 


‘A special pass. Mmmm, that was very lucky. Nothing like 
knowing the right people at the right time!’ says Markus, 
winking at me. 


We smile, the three of us, but then nobody says anymore for 
a few seconds, though it seems much longer. We're all thinking 
of the next thing to say and I feel uncomfortable because 
there’s nothing worse than silence in the middle of a 
conversation. The strangest thing is standing there, while 
Markus sits in his chair. And feeling the weird sensation of 
having suddenly grown tall because to look into his face I have 
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to lower my eyes the way Pd have to with a small child. I don’t 
like this sensation at all. Inside I keep telling myself to 
remember that I do actually hate this man, for leaving my 
mother, for being like this, for not standing up and being taller 
than me. I try to think of an excuse to turn tail and run back 
into my room so I don't have to go through this, but Markus’ 
eyes ate drawing me towards him and holding me there. I can’t 
move a muscle and the awkwardness grows. 


“Come on, we can't stand here all day, let's go sit down,’ says 
Silvia, breaking the silence and leading the way into the lounge. 
Markus turns his wheelchair and follows her through, with me 
trailing behind him. Sílvia and 1 sit side by side on the sofa and 
Markus parks his chair in front of us. I wish he would sit in one 
of the armchairs, but there wouldn't be much point. He 
wouldn't be able to get to the table later. I wonder how it’s 
possible for a person not to be able to walk. I wonder how it 
feels to be so restricted. Walking is easy, you don't even have to 
think about it. I ask myself if Markus thinks about it. 


‘Well, the holidays ate over for this year, Silvia begins. 
Holidays are always a good starting point at difficult moments. 


‘And where have you been? Tell me about your holidays, says 
Markus. 


‘We’ve just got back from the Pyrenees. We had two full 
weeks disconnecting and relaxing, I think Gudrun got a bit 
bored in the end but we’d spent July moving around here and 
there so much with the Games that I just needed a good rest. 
Gudrun, tell Markus about Esterri. Now what would you like 
to drink? Beer? Orange juice? Tropical fruits?’ 


He says juice will do fine, anything nice and cold. I realise 
my mother is about to go into the kitchen, leaving me alone 
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with him and the nerves in my stomach start to twist and turn. 
Feeling hot and cold at the same time I jump to my feet and 
offer to go myself. But Silvia insists I stay and talk to Markus. 
I can’t believe she’s doing this to me. But, I don’t argue. I sit 
back down, wishing Francina was here to help me out. 


Pm also a little disappointed at his choice of drink. If he’d 
asked for a beer he might have seemed a bit more normal. Pm 
even hoping he might pull a packet of cigarettes out of his 
pocket and light one up, like Francina’s dad would. He doesn’t 
though. 1 sit looking down at my worn and grubby rope-soled 
slip-ons, the ones Pd chosen to match my favourite summer 
dungarees. I can feel his eyes on me. I feel stupid and at a loss 
for words. 

‘Nice colour, he says. ‘What would you call it? Peach? 
Apricot? They always seem to use fruit for colours. 


“Salmon. 


“Well, sometimes they use animals too. Fish in this case. 
Salmon, yes. It sounds nicer than, say, pig, I suppose.’ 


I hear myself almost laugh. 
‘I bet they're comfortable, he goes on. 


“Yes, they are, actually. The only problem is you can't wash 
them. That's why they're a bit dirty. 


‘Why can’t you wash them?’ 
‘Because of the soles, they go rock hard if they get wet.’ 


‘Ah, of course, being made of rope. So do you know from 
experience? Did you ever try to wash some? Or were you 
caught in the rain?’ 


“The rain. It was horrible. I could hardly lift my feet.’ I bite 
my tongue when I’ve said that. Markus can’t lift his feet and not 
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because of a pair of rope-soled sandals that have soaked up the 
rain and turned to stone. I blush and hurry on to cover up what 
I’ve just said. ‘Anyway, they're not expensive so you just have 
to buy another pair. 


Right” He says this comfortably. 


I wonder why on earth we are talking about shoes. I try not 
to look at Markus’ feet but the temptation is too strong. He's 
wearing designer trainers, the sort I like. Then I ask myself why 
he needs shoes if he doesn’t walk in them. But obviously he 
can't go around in socks even though he can’t walk. Pm glad 
he doesn’t just wear slippers, like old people do when they go 
to buy the bread. 


‘Gudrun, he says, breaking into my thoughts. “Tell me about 
your Olympic summer, 


It’s a good choice. I’m still feeling so enthusiastic about the 
Games that I love talking about them. It’s a bit odd that he 
seems to have known exactly what would interest me more than 
anything else at this precise moment. Maybe it’s just a 
coincidence. Silvia comes in with the drinks on a tray and then 
goes back to the kitchen. I start to relax a little as I tell Markus 
all about the events of Barcelona “92, starting with the arrival 
of the Olympic torch and ending with the last-minute gold 
medals the Spanish athletes had won. He listens intently. 


When we've exhausted the theme of sports he moves the 
conversation back to holidays. 1 hand him the album of photos 
we’ve already had developed and he flicks slowly through the 
pages. He likes the one of me throwing pebbles into Sant 
Maurici Lake, and the one where I’m standing beside a golden- 
skinned foal we found one afternoon as we walked on a sunny 
slope quite high up. I tell him about the huge bird we'd seen 
soating over out heads, a vulture probably or maybe an eagle, 
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and how we’d wished we'd had some binoculars to see it more 
clearly. He immediately promises to get me some, so that the 
next time we go to the mountains [ll be able to watch all the 
birds at close quarters. 


As we talk and look at the photographs I notice that I’ve 
moved in even closer and am now kneeling beside him in the 
wheelchair. In fact I've almost forgotten that it’s not just a 
normal chair. He comes to the page with the wild flowers Pd 
picked and pressed, and nods his head. 


‘Did you see a lot of wild flowers in the mountains then?’ 
he asks. 


‘Well, if you go at the beginning of July there are loads and 
loads, all sorts of flowers, but in August they’ve sort of 
withered and dried and the grass is dry and yellow instead of 
bright green. It’s not half as nice in August as it is in July. But 
we did find some of these, and they're so pretty, that’s why I 
pressed them. They’re nicer growing, of course, they don’t look 
so white and star-shaped when you’ve pressed them. Mum said 
they were aydelwise or something.’ 


‘Yes, edelweiss, the mountain flower, says Markus, pronouncing 
the name correctly in German. There's a lot of them in the Alps. 
It’s one of the loveliest flowers in the world. Edehveiss’ 


‘Edelweiss. You don’t see many, but I always look for them. 


And grasshoppers. 
‘Now that’s funny, because I like grasshoppers too!’ 


‘Do your’ I mean, does he really? Before I have time to 
wonder if he’s putting on an act to please me he says that what 
he likes best about the country is not only the flowers, birds 
and animals but all the creepy-crawlies too. Which is just what 
I would say. I laugh then because I don’t know of anybody else 
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who likes creepy-crawlies. In fact most people I know hate 
them. They shudder when you talk about them and stamp on 
them if given the chance. 


‘I caught a grasshopper once when I was little,’ he says. “Kept 
it in a jar and fed it lettuce and tomato,’ 


‘What happened to it?’ 
“It didn’t seem very happy so I let it go’ 


‘One day when I was very small we were walking up a long 
green slope and all these little grasshoppers kept jumping up 
and sticking to my trousers, and while I was struggling to reach 
the top and complaining how tired I was, the grasshoppers were 
hitching a lift!’ 

Markus laughs, a cheerful belly laugh that makes his eyes half 
close and his nose snickle upwards. Silvia pops back in, to check 
on us, and stands smiling at us because we’re laughing. She’s 
still smiling when she goes back to the kitchen, happy no doubt 
that all is going well. 


‘So tell me about what you do when you're not at school,’ 
says Markus. I tell him I go to ballet, piano and music lessons, 
and the choir on Saturdays, though once I move up to 
secondary school Pll have to drop something otherwise I 
probably won't be able to cope with it all. Music will perhaps be 
the one to go. He frowns and shakes his head. He says that would 
be a shame because music is a very important thing in life. 


Markus plays the saxophone in a group with some friends. 
They play jazz on Saturday nights in a club and one of the other 
members of the band is Pep, from Sabadell, who’s lived in 
Germany for years. It’s thanks to him that Markus has kept his 
Catalan in such good shape; without Pep to practise with he’d 
probably have forgotten it all. 


Je 


Lucius Minicius Rides Again 


‘How did you learn it so well in the first place?’ I ask. Markus’ 
look of surprise makes me want to kick myself. ‘Oh, of course, 
you used to live here, years ago.’ 


‘Yes, I used to live here, when I worked as a foreign 
correspondent for a German newspaper. When you lived with 
my mother, I think, but neither of us mentions that. Fortunately 
Silvia, in her favourite apron, comes in and disturbs the 
uncomfortable thread of tension that has suddenly formed at 
these references to the past. 


‘Dinnet’s ready, she says. I hurry to set the table, humming 
a little song and trying not to think of Markus in Barcelona 
walking hand in hand with my mother, in the times when he 
could still walk. 
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fter we’ve eaten the Russian salad, the roast chicken and the 

water melon, chit-chatting about simple, pleasant things, 
Markus turns to Silvia and says, “You know, you have a beautiful 
daughter.’ 


‘I know, she says, smiling broadly. She goes to fetch the 
chocolate truffle ice cream cake, leaving me with a blush that’s 
rising from my neck to my cheeks. As I play with the crumbs 
on the tablecloth I try to analyze this totally strange new 
situation. Here I am with the man Pd always hated and now I 
see that it must have been someone else. Another Markus, who 
didn’t like grasshoppers, who didn’t play the saxophone. 1 
certainly can’t hate the Markus Rilz who is sitting at the table 
with me. I suppose you could say Pve taken to him immediately. 
How strange, how amazing, how unpredictable. He’s watching 
me, as if he too is trying to work out who I am; again I feel the 
colour tise up on my face. 


‘What do you do when you're not playing jazz?’ I ask. 
‘I read or go to the cinema.’ 
‘What sort of films do you like?’ 
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‘All sorts as long as they’re good quality. I like thrillers, 
especially Hitchcock. I don’t suppose you know him, do you? 
He goes back a bit before your time.” 


‘Of course I know him! I like his films too, especially the 
one where that man sees a murder from his window. Only he 
can’t do anything about it because he’s... he’s...’ 


“He's temporarily disabled because he has a broken leg,’ says 
Markus, jumping to the rescue. I stick my spoon into the slice 
of ice cream cake and fill my mouth with nuts and burnt 
caramel before I say anything else to embarrass myself. 


‘Surprisingly enough, Gudrun does actually like old black 
and white films, Markus,’ says Silvia. 


‘Really? She has good taste then. Gudrun, I don’t suppose 
you like old musicals as well, do you?’ 

“Yes, why? Do you?” 

‘I do. What’s your favourite one of all times?’ 

‘Singin in the Rain. What's yours?” 

‘Singin’ in the Rain! 

“No! You're just saying that! 

‘No Pm not, I love it, it really is my favourite At that he 


starts to sing, in a deep baritone, about singing in the rain and 
being happy again. 

The three of us burst out laughing, Sílvia with her spoon 
poised half way between her plate and her mouth, me on the 
point of taking a sip of water, Markus with his arms widespread 
in a comical theatrical gesture. When we've stopped laughing I 
watch him finish his dessert, scraping the spoon round the plate 
and scooping up the last specks of ice cream. I can’t recall a 
time when Silvia and I laughed so heartily at the dinner table. 
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And what is so bizarre is that it’s this stranger in a wheelchair 
who is the source of such unusual merriment. All of a sudden 
the room seems lighter and brighter, the potted plants greener, 
the sofa and the armchairs rounder and softer and more 
welcoming. 


‘Aah, the rain, he says, laying down his spoon and patting 
his stomach with a satisfied sigh. ‘In some places it doesn’t rain 
enough and in other places it rains too much,’ 


“That's true, if only we could share it out a little more,’ says 
Silvia. 

‘Nature tends to be a bit contrary, doesn’t it?’ 

‘It does, it does. And now I think the coffee’s up. How do 
you like it, Markus?’ 

‘Don’t you remember? My tastes haven’t changed.’ 

‘Black, with no sugar?’ 

‘Exactly. 


While Silvia is in the kitchen Markus asks me if I know what 
he does when it rains. I can’t imagine what he does when it rains 
but he is such a surprising person that his answer comes as no 
surprise. He goes outside and walks in it. 


“There's nothing like the smell of rain, especially in the 
autumn. And it’s also a good excuse to sing the song, 

I try to envisage him wa/king and singing in the rain. Since 
he needs his hands to turn the wheels of his chair, how does 
he carry an umbrella? 

With or without an umbrella?’ I ask. 


‘Ah-ha, good question. The problem is people don’t usually 
let me go out without an umbrella. They make me wrap up in 
a taincoat, and a scarf and gloves and then they say, ‘if you must 
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go out in it, don’t forget your umbrella! Markus, you mustn’t 
catch a cold? So what I do is, I get the umbrella, open it, set 
off and round the corner and once I’m sure nobody is spying 
on me from behind the curtains, I fold it up and put it away! 
So what if I catch a cold? A few sneezes never did anybody any 
harm. 


You’re so funny! I think, and there I am, laughing again. 
Enjoying myself. 

I wish Francina was here to see me having so much fun at a 
family dinner. 


‘But it’s true, I say. ‘Umbrellas are boring, It’s much more 
fun getting caught in a downpour and then running from 
doorway to doorway, getting soaked to the skin. You can always 
get dry again, can’t your’ 

‘Precisely, I mean we don’t shrink or go rock hard like your 
ropey sandals do we? Anyway, changing subjects radically... 1 
wanted to ask you something, Will you by any chance be going 
to see the Paralympic Games? You ought to, they're very 
entertaining. We could go together. 


I recall what Silvia and I had said about the Paralympic 
Games the day we saw the arrival of the torch and then I think 
about what Francina said, about showing the athletes our 
support. In some ways I want to see the Games but Pm not 
sure about going to see them with Markus, in his wheelchair. 1 
know that in just a few short hours I’ve changed my attitude 
towards the man I used to think I hated. Conversation with him 
flows easily, as if we’ve know each other for ages. I enjoy telling 
him about my life and he seems to enjoy hearing about it and 
telling me about his. Pm quite happy to be in his company. 


He has special qualities which make him attractive and it’s 
difficult not to like him. But I still can’t quite see how he could 


76 


Bev Allan 


fit into my world outside the confines of this room we are 
chatting and laughing in. On the outside people take buses and 
the underground. People go shopping, they walk, and step on 
and off the pavement. I try to picture myself walking with this 
man in his wheelchair. Would I walk at his side or behind him, 
pushing him along the crowded streets of the city? Either way 
| can imagine any sort of walk with him would probably be a 
painfully slow, grandma-style saunter. 


After a moment’s hesitation I say: ‘I don’t know if we’re 
going to go. You'd better ask Mum.’ 


Silvia returns with the coffee and while she’s pouring it out 
into the very small coffee cups that had been brought from 
Portugal one summer before I was born (I love the little cups 
with the hand painted roses, they are just like the cups from a 
doll’s tea set, and now I see them in a different light. They are 
tiny, special heirlooms of the time when Silvia and Markus were 
still together...) I take the opportunity of going to the 
bathroom now I don’t have to leave Markus on his own. As I 
walk down the corridor I think, all the cups and saucers are still 
intact and now Markus is back. I am almost skipping along, a 
funny feeling of happiness bubbling inside me. 


I look at myself in the mirror as I wash my hands and 
consider. Yes, I do look like Markus. My skin is not as white, 
it’s olive like my mother’s, but I have Markus’ eyes, and my hair 
is almost the same colour, or maybe a little darker. We are alike 
in lots of ways. We seem to like the same things. We’ve 
synchronised from the first moment... as if we’ve known each 
other all our lives... I don’t understand a thing... 


I skip back to the room where the two of them are talking 
quietly. Perhaps they are talking about me. 


Out of curiosity I stop at the door and listen in, peeping 
through the gap between the door and the wall. Silvia is stirring 
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her coffee with a small spoon and Markus is saying in a serious 
tone: But why aren’t you planning to take her to see the 
Games? I really don’t get it.’ 


‘I don’t know, I’ve told you, I haven't really thought about it’ 
‘But why not? You should think about it, 


Silvia jiffles uncomfortably in her seat and, noticing the 
strand of hair that has fallen over one eye, carefully pushes it 
back into place. 


‘You really ought to go, and not just because I want you to 
go but because I think it’s very important for Gudrun. Well, for 
her and for the athletes. They need to know people are with 
them, they need to hear people applauding their efforts. There 
are so many barriers that need knocking down and if people 
don’t go to watch the athletes, those barriers will never be 
knocked down. 


Silvia sips her coffee. Markus sighs. 


Tm sorry for talking to you like this, he says. ‘I know I have 
no tight to tell you what to do, you and Gudrun. You're free to 
do what you like and you know what’s best for her. But... it 
would make me very happy if you did take her so that she could 
learn a bit about how the other half survives. Is it too much to 
asko” 


‘Look, Markus, don’t you think I suffered enough seeing you 
reduced to being confined to a wheelchair?’ says Silvia, notably 
irritated. 


‘Confined! That's a horrible word. And I’m not talking about 
suffering! I bet Gudrun has no idea what disabled athletes are 
capable of? 


“You're used to this world of yours. It’s not strange to you, 
is it? Gudrun isn’t used to it and... she’s sensitive so it might 
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just upset her. I still feel the pain because I can’t help 
remembering what you used to be like when you could still 
move around normally...’ 


‘Yes, I know, I know. But the old Markus no longer exists. 
What I am now is reality and you have to accept it. Don’t you 
think Pve accepted it by now?’ 


"Yes. but...” 


‘Yes but what? I don’t want to be hard on you but you're 
behaving in exactly the way the majority do when it comes to 
the disabled. First you see the wheels, or the orthopaedic leg or 
the eyes with the blank stare, and you never stop to actually 
consider the person those disabilities belong to. You never think 
about what sort of personality lives inside the man or woman 
who moves on wheels, or who reads with his fingers. You know 
what Stephen Hawking said, disabilities are merely a mechanical 
problem. Once that’s overcome, the sky’s the limit, if you set 
out to do exactly what you want to do.’ 


‘It’s easy for you to say that, Markus. But after what 
happened I... I... suffer for people like you.’ 


Markus puts his hands to his head and lets out a weighty 
sigh. 

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake. Suffering, suffering, suffering... Do 
you think we go about in pain or something? OK, you can 
suffer if you like but I can assure you that the Paralympic 
athletes do not suffer in the way you're talking about.’ 


He moves his wheelchair in a little closer and touches her 
arm gently. 


‘Silvia, trust me. The worst you can do is feel pity, because 
that gets you nowhere. It’s just a sort of armour you wrap 
yourself in, an emotional shield you hide behind, an excuse to 
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not let yourself accept them, accept us, as normal people who 
form an integral part of society. If you don’t go to the Games 
you're the odd ones, not them. If they can show their 
deformities or disabilities to the world without any sort of 
complex, it’s you who have the problems and the complexes, 
not them. I feel sorry for you! If you don’t take Gudrun to the 
Games, or if you don’t at least let her go, she’ll be missing one 
of the nicest human experiences of them all? 


Seeing my mother take out a handkerchief to dab at her eyes 
I think it’s the right moment to go in and put an end to this 
conversation. Markus sounds sure of himself but not angry. He 
means what he says and feels it deeply, that much is very clear 
to me. I recognise the excuse Silvia is putting forward for my 
sake and it makes me feel ashamed and sad. But, Markus is 
smiling and talking again, as enthusiastic as a child with a new 
toy. 

‘Gudrun, we were just talking about the Games. They’re 
really exciting to watch, equally as good as the others. There are 
so many categories and events that each day you can watch tons 
of finals and medal ceremonies!’ 


‘But, what do they do, exactly?’ I ask. 


‘Run, jump, throw, swim, fight, play. But they do it from a 
wheelchair or missing an arm, a leg, a hand or even their sight. 
It’s quite spectacular. 


Caught up by Markus’ enthusiasm I ask him which events 
he likes the best. 


“Track and field. I love the fast races and the long distance 
ones.’ 


“Me too! The long races are a bit boring in the beginning but 
it’s exciting when they’re nearly at the end and everything starts 
to speed up and then the one you never thought would win 
actually wins!’ 
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Silvia has by now settled down and as Markus cleverly leads 
the conversation into other topics, such as German beer 
festivals and German food, she joins in just as animatedly as 
before the conversation about to suffer or not to suffer. The 
afternoon passes in this way and it comes as a surprise to all of 
us when we notice that the sun has started to drop and is 
spilling its last few rays into the room and making it extra hot. 


Markus suggests we go into the centre for a stroll because 
since he’s arrived all he’s managed to see of Barcelona is the 
airport, the stadium, and the Olympic village where he’s staying 
with the German team. All the apartments, he says, have a view 
of the sea and in each room there’s a ted and black film 
director’s chair. He’d like to take one back to Germany for his 
office. There are shops and games rooms, a discotheque for the 
youngsters, a restaurant with good food, a children’s park where 
the local kids will be able to play when the Games are over and 
a pond with a statue of Cobi, dressed as a Greek god pouring 
water from some sort of pseudo Greek water vessel. 


So, after we’ve cleared the table, Markus carrying the 
tablecloth and napkins folded up on his knees, and set the 
dishwasher working, he and Silvia take the lift while I opt for 
the stairs. Running all the way down I get to the bottom just as 
the lift door is sliding open. 


Silvia gets the car out and then I start to worry about how 
Markus will get in and what he will do with the chair. But, he’s 
an expert at getting in and out of cars. He brings the chair as 
neat as possible and then in a relaxed and well-trained way eases 
himself onto the front seat, lifting his legs with his hands and 
putting them in place. Silvia folds up the chair and puts it in the 
boot, and then we're off. 
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A: we ride down to the centre they talk about the days when 
they lived in a small dark flat with mildewed walls and 
armies of invincible cockroaches. I can’t imagine my mother 
living in those conditions. 


‘I seem to recall damp patches on the walls, and cockroaches 
in the washing powder. When you poured out the soap a mass 
of them would fall out, like snowmen with wiggly legs. 
Cockroaches do not belong to the category of what I call nice 
creepy-crawlies, Gudrun, says Markus. 


‘Definitely not. Cockroaches... yuk!’ 


‘And all the shoes in the cupboard in the entrance hall were 
permanently covered in mould, Sílvia says, pulling a face. Do 
you remember that?’ 


‘How could I forget them, the mouldy shoes! Good job 
things have improved for you both. 


She asks him if he still works for the same newspaper. Not 
since he lost mobility, he says. Now he writes articles for 
another paper. He also does translation work and writes his own 
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books. Books for children. He’s been quite successful up to 
now. His latest book is due out in the autumn. It’s called The 
Giants Daughter. He promises to translate it into Catalan so I 
can read it. This information pleases me. I like to think Markus 
writes successful books. 1 spend the next few minutes imagining 
what the giant’s daughter looks like. I hope she doesn’t have the 
Nordic look, blue eyes, long, blond Rapunzel hair. I hope she 
has dark curly hair, olive skin and brown eyes, like mine. 


While I’m putting myself into the role of the girl in Markus’ 
book, they get onto politics. Politics don’t interest me, but I 
suppose they will have to one day. For now, as far as I can see, 
politicians are all the same. They wear expensive suits and ties, 
talk a lot, criticize each other, argue all the time and make 
promises they never keep. I wish Silvia and Markus would go 
on reminiscing about the times when they were together 
because I know virtually nothing about that era in my mothet’s 
life. Or maybe they are more comfortable with politics. Who 
knows how much theit memories hurt? 


I stare out the window and listen. Markus is worried about 
the situation in Europe; the war in Bosnia which started just 
five months ago, the problems in what used to be the Soviet 
Union before it broke up into independent countries. He is also 
very concerned about the horrible things that are going on in 
his own country too, meaning the increase in racism and the 
move to the right. I stare out of the window, following, in a 
lazy way, the conversation, which goes like this: 


Markus: ‘We need to watch out with this rise in nationalism.’ 
Silvia: ‘It’s only a few fanatics, surely...’ 


Markus: Yes, but it could get worse... there could so easily 
be more... what we should be doing is seeking solidarity among 
people not separation,’ 
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Silvia: You remember what we used to say...?” 


Markus: ‘When the ‘few’ fanatics get into power, the word 
‘nationalism’ drops a letter or two...’ 


Silvia: “That’s right, seven letters...’ 


No, I don’t really get what they’re talking about but one thing 
that is very clear to me is that Pm happy when the two of them 
agree on something. Pm so happy that I start to hum and then 
sing to myself almost without realising Pm doing it. Salve, salve, 
Luci Minicius, Glory of Barcino. Return, the winner, Lucius Minicius 
Natalis... 


What I’m singing is part of the cantata five thousand 
children’s voices, mine included, sang a few months back in the 
Palau Sant Jordi. It’s my favourite part, the piece about Luci 
Minici. A boy dressed in a Roman tunic had made his way down 
the steps of the palace carrying an Olympic torch and while 
the musicians played the triumphant notes and all the choirs 
burst into song, an impressive silence had fallen over the whole 
audience. Silvia told me it had been a stunning and emotional 
moment. She’d had tears in her eyes and a lump in her throat. 


‘What’s that you’re singing, Gudrun?’ says Markus, turning 
round. I tell him all about the cantata and the number of junior 
choirs singing it. ‘And do you know who Lucius Minicius was?’ 
he asks. 


“Of course. He was the first Catalan athlete who won the 
Olympic Games in Olympia, in the year 129 of our times.’ 


‘And what did he do? 
“He won a chariot race.’ 
‘Exactly, 

‘How did you know?’ 
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I think I read about it somewhere or other. Someone also 
told me that the spirit of Lucius Minicius Natalis came back to 
Barcelona this summer looking for his chariot, and found his 
beloved Barcino totally changed. But he liked it anyway, because 
he always was a very flexible man. He even started a pin 
collection.’ 


Laughing, I catch Silvia’s eyes in the rear view mirror and 
they sparkle at me. Why had she never told me what an 
enchanting character Markus was? Or wasn’t he like this before? 
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\ X Je park the car in Laietana Street and while I help Sílvia 
to get the wheelchair out and open it up, she says, in a 
whisper: ‘So? How’s it going?’ 
‘Great! He’s really nice, Mum? 


‘In that case you won't mind if I leave you alone with him? 
I want him to concentrate on you.’ 


‘Where are you going?’ 
“To see Grandma.’ 
“That's just an excuse!’ 


‘It is and it isn’t. She’s going on holiday tomorrow for ten 
days, remember?’ 


‘Oh yes, Pd forgotten.’ 


Grandma’s been doing the Way of Saint James in stages over 
the past few years, though how you can call walking long 
distances every day for ten days a holiday is beyond me. 


“So she won't see Markus. Would she have wanted to?” 
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‘I don’t know. She might have... I’d have to talk to her about 
him first. Which is what I’m going to do now. I think it’s a good 
thing to leave you with Markus,’ 


‘OK. Now I don’t mind. This morning I would have, but 
now I don't. 


She gives me a kiss, squeezes my arm. 


Once Markus is seated in his chair, Silvia tells him she’d like 
to make the most of the trip into the centre to pop in and see 
Grandma, if he doesn’t mind. Gudrun, she says, will show him 


around. He doesn’t mind, he says, he knows he’ll be in good 
hands. 


Off she goes, leaving Markus and I to make our way up to 
Plaga Catalunya. I walk, at a normal pace, beside him while he 
rolls along at the same speed. When we get there he says: ‘Race 
you across the square!’ 


‘What?’ 
‘Come on, ready, steady, go...!’ 


My hesitation gives him the head start he needs. I watch him 
roll across the square, scattering the pigeons and making them 
hop and flutter upwards in a cloud of feathers and then I set 
off at a gallop and try to catch him up, but he’s faster than I 
thought. Before I can get there he is already turning deftly on 
his wheels and coming back the other way. Skidding on my 
heels I turn to run back with him, alongside now, puffing and 
panting and laughing till I get a stitch in my side. When the race 
is over I sit for a moment on one of the seats you have to pay 
to sit on, to get my breath back, and then sit on the ground, 
before the man comes to ask me for the fee. Markus says he is 
at an advantage because he is already sitting down and his seat 
is free. 
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‘Nice roundabout, he says, nodding towards the carousel at 
the side of the square which arrived with the start of the first 
Games and is still here. It’s called Carousel Palace and has 
beautiful white horses that move up and down as the carousel 
turns and little Cinderella carriages with flowers in pastel shades 
and lights on the top. I tell Markus how I always like to imagine 
the children from long ago, riding on the horses in their sailor 
suits and straw hats, the girls in fancy dresses with those long 
white knickers that ended in a frill at their ankles. 


‘Old-fashioned carousels are much nicer than the modern 
day ones with their motorbikes hooting and the elephants with 
giant Dumbo ears and the loud strident music.’ 


You're absolutely right, he says. “The old ones were much 
nicer, like this one. I bet you'd look lovely in one of those 
dresses with long knickers!’ 


‘Oh, I don’t think so. I wouldn’t know how to move dressed 
like that! Pve just noticed, the Olympic Pin Fair’s gone. You 
know, where Lucius started his pin collection. There were 
collectors from all over the world, buying and selling at their 
stalls under bright red parasols. And pins of the Olympic 
mascots for every sport you could think of. A Canadian gave 
me a swimming Cobi in silver in exchange for a map of the 
Barcelona underground. At least I thought it looked like silver 
but Silvia told me it was probably only stainless steel.’ 


We make our way down one of the ramps at the edge of the 
pavement which have been installed especially for the 
Paralympics, and then cross over to Pelai Street over another 
wide ramp. I suddenly realise how difficult it must be to move 
about in a wheelchair without such ramps and when we reach 
the entrance to the underground I can’t help but think about 
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the impossibility of a person like Markus using the trains 
because of all the steps down. 


‘Markus, what do you do if you want to take the underground?’ 


He shrugs. ‘I can’t take the underground, it’s as simple as 
that. 


It’s still very hot and since I’m thirsty I drink some water 
from the Canaletes water fountain. 


‘Does it still taste of chlorine mixed with dust?’ he asks. 
‘It does! But Pd never thought of it like that before.’ 


On the Rambles we stop to look at the budgies and canaries, 
parrots and toucans, all fluttering about in a continuous racket. 
Markus agrees with me. Birds are born to fly free and it’s wrong 
to keep them locked up in cages. His suggestion is that we come 
back in the night and open all the cages to set them free. 


We look at the white mice with their candy floss eyes and 
long, long tails. They’re sweet but they smell pretty bad. We 
both agree on that. But then so do the yellow ducklings which 
run up and down and cheep non-stop, and the chipmunks and 
the guinea pigs and the hamsters. We don’t actually dislike this 
smell that seems to be everywhere; it’s a small-animal smell 
mixed with straw and rodent food and droppings. Markus 
counts twenty-three baby hamsters all piled up together in a 
cage. How does he know the exact number? Easy, he says, you 
count the legs and divide by four. 


At the flower stalls he stops and thinks for a moment, a 
serious look on his face. Remembering the flower stalls of the 
past, I suppose. He always loved to walk down the Rambles 
among the pet stalls and the flower stalls, he says, and I know 
he means when walking meant real walking, with Silvia at his 
side. But then he smiles again and buys me a little bunch of 
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dried flowers which will never need to be watered and will never 
die. The flowers are very pretty but they have no scent. 
Nonetheless, I love these flowers and something tells me I will 
keep them forever, at least until the petals fade and turn to dust. 


We come to the Liceu Opera House and Markus stops again 
and gazes at the building. He tells me he and Sílvia used to go 
there on Sunday evenings to watch opera from the cheapest 
seats, in their worn-out jeans and long sweaters, while the 
people in the expensive seats wore fur coats and made-to- 
measure suits. This is something I knew nothing about. Silvia 
never listens to opera now. It’s strange imagining her yeats ago 
before I was born, listening to The Magic Flute in cheap seats 
and sloppy sweaters. 


‘A helping hand might be needed for this slope, Gudrun, can 
you give me a push?” he says as we start the uphill climb on 
Ferran Street. 


‘Of course,’ 


I’m happy to help him, happy to push the chair over cobbles, 
though it’s hard work. Once at the top he takes control and 
turns the wheels with his big strong hands. I move round and 
walk at his side again. Pm getting more used to this now; I also 
notice that nobody stares, as if it isn’t as strange as I’d imagined 
to walk beside a man in a wheelchair. As we cross Placa Sant 


Jaume, I turn on him with a blunt question. 


‘Markus, why did you tell my mother I was beautiful? Pm 
not, it isn’t true. Pm not pretty at all. My hair is always in a mess 
of curls I can’t control. I’d like to be different, taller, with long 
straight blond hair, for example, and there’s a gap in my teeth, 
and I might have to wear braces one day. 


Markus shakes his head and clicks his tongue. ‘I didn’t say 
pretty. Pretty is for flowers and three-year-old girls. I said 
beautiful, which is a completely different thing. A much better 
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thing. Beautiful encompasses the outer and inner you. For a start, 
you have beautiful eyes and an expressive face. And, you know 
how to appreciate the little things, the simple things in life as 
well as the great things. Because, in my humble opinion, the 
beauty in a person is being able to balance the ups and the 
downs and you seem to have all the potential for that. It hasn’t 
taken me long to detect a sort of light shining inside you which 
makes you vibrant, and that’s what I call beautiful. Besides, you 
have a lovely smile. And your hair, unruly as it may be, gives 
you the look of a girl in a painting from the Italian School. And 
believe me, that really is something” 


I’m not sure what he means exactly but as I look at him I 
recognise this light he’s talking about. It’s in his eyes and also 
in his smile. He has a good smile, generous you might say; he 
smiles with his mouth open and shows his teeth. Smiles like 
that are welcoming and lively. Perhaps the most surprising thing 
about him is that he always seems to have a smile at the ready; 
he jokes and laughs a lot. I can’t understand how he didn’t lose 
the ability to laugh when he lost the use of half his body. 


‘You always seem so happy. How is that possible? Or maybe 
that’s what you like people to believe. Maybe it’s only what you 
show on the surface. Is it?’ 


Markus laughs again, puts his hands on his head, leans back 
in his chair and looks up towards the sky. As if he’s counting 
clouds or pigeons. After an almighty sigh he looks at me. 


‘What did you think I’d be like? I bet you thought Pd be a 
serious, miserable, embittered sort of bloke, didn’t you? Well, I 
was like that once, after the accident. Oh yes, I did my share of 
crying, and I was angry, and 1 wanted to die, but all that finished 
a long time ago. Now what worries me far more than my 
physical condition is what goes on in this crazy world; I lose 
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my temper when I have to, and if someone tells me a joke I 
laugh. Life is much better when you laugh. I have nothing to 
hide, Gudrun, nor do I wish to fool anyone. What you see is 
what I am. I’m fully aware that a lot of people don’t know how 
to handle me. For them, first, Pm disabled and second, I’m a 
man. But it shouldn’t be like that. We are all people, all of us. 1 
don’t have problems with anyone; it’s the others who pose the 
problems by not just simply accepting me as I am. And really, 
all they have to do is accept me as I am. If they can’t do that, 
then they shouldn’t even bother. Some people even ask me if I 
want to be called handicapped or disabled, and I say, just 
Markus will do. 


“The Paralympic athletes that marched into the stadium at 
the opening ceremony, they seemed to have a light shining 
inside them. It made them seem so full of life and energy. They 
seemed such lively, happy people.’ 


“That's what I mean, they're just people. People with a lot to 
live for and plenty to smile about. Oh, listen to that. Flutes from 
the Andes. I love it, I just love it!’ 


We're walking down a narrow side street beside the cathedral. 
The minute we come upon the source of the music -a group 
of Peruvians who ate playing guitars and pipes and dancing in 
the street- Markus starts to twist and turn his chair to the catchy 
rhythm. 


“You can make that chair dance with the same ease I can 
move my feet!” I say. But then I’m getting used to Markus” 
amazing mobility in the chair. He isn’t half as clumsy as Pd 
thought he would be. He’s brisker too and even though the pace 
may not be quite as fast as you’d get on two legs and two feet, 
I wouldn’t call it excessively slow. 


Tve had lots of practice, Gudrun. Years and years of it. 
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I think about this and wonder how many years. I’ve never 
known exactly when he had the accident that nearly killed 
him. Silvia may have told me the day I asked her why I didn’t 
have a father like everybody else did. But I was only four or 
five at the time so I could easily have forgotten. In fact how 
much of what she told me then actually sank in anyway? It 
was ages before I brought Markus up again and then I must 
have been about seven, old enough to notice Silvia’s 
discomfort and even distress when she had to talk about him. 
Your father went away, was all she said, ‘but you don’t need 
to worry because I love you double to make up for him. 
Which meant, I imagined, that he had never loved me. What 
happened then was that I locked the thought of this invisible, 
unloving father away inside me and tried to forget him. I 
certainly never talked about him again. And since my mother 
seemed to prefer it that way, it was logical for me to carry on 
with the silence. 

But now he’s here and I want to know everything, in detail. 
It’s as we are taking a rest on the cathedral steps, me sitting on 


the first step up, Markus parked beside me, that I brave myself 
and let the question out. 


‘How many to be exact? How many years?’ 


He doesn’t answer immediately. He watches the people going 
by, families, teenagers, kids, couples with dogs, couples without 
dogs, sightseeing tourists with cameras and street maps. 


‘How old are you, Gudrun?’ 
‘Nearly fourteen’ 


“Then Pve been in this chair for nearly thirteen years. Not 
long after you were born I sort of died. They resurrected me 
and gave me some wheels and ever since then the wheels have 
been my legs. I’m used to them now, we get on pretty well. 


94 


Bev Allan 


He's smiling but I don’t feel like smiling myself. Pm very 
confused. 


‘But, I don’t get it. I thought you had the accident in 
Germany, after you and Mum split up. 


He shakes his head. 


‘No, it was the other way round. Look, Pm not sure what 
she’s told you but, what happened was this. You were born, I 
had the accident, and then we parted. I went back to Germany 
already on wheels.’ 


Something is starting to disturb my peace of mind, 
something like a sense of betrayal. I feel vaguely as if Pve been 
cheated. Silvia had always made me believe that the accident 
had happened when Markus was already back in Germany, but 
obviously things didn’t go quite like that. This bothers me. I try 
to work it out and the conclusion I come to is that it was 
perhaps Sílvia herself who had broken with him because she 
could no longer love him in a wheelchair. Markus peers at me 
sideways and notices the serious look on my face. 


‘Hey, don’t worry about it now. It’s all water under the bridge. 
And you mustn’t think anything bad about Silvia because of 
how things turned out. It’s all a bit complicated and I don’t 
expect you to understand it fully right now, but it wasn’t her 
fault. None of it was her fault. When they tell you you are going 
to be paralysed from the waist down for the rest of yout life it 
sort of puts you in a permanently terrible mood. It was 
impossible to live with me like that. 


Suddenly I have this image in my head, of him in a terrible 
mood, and being driven away because of it. I see him all alone 
and defenceless, with no-one to look after him or love him all 
these years. And I’m part of this heartless situation simply 
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because of what my mother led me to believe. She wanted me 
to think he’d left her so 1 would grow to hate him, to cover up 
her own guilt for not loving him anymore. It’s almost 
unbearable to think of. The end of my nose starts to tingle as 
if Pm going to cry. But I can’t let that happen. I can’t let Markus 
see how sotty I feel; the last thing he wants is pity. Still, there 
has to be something more. I can’t bear the thought of him 
alone. I need to know that somewhere there was a spark of 
light. 
‘So, do you live by yourself, in Germany?’ 


To my relief he says he’s never been alone. He lives with his 
sister, her husband and three kids, Anneliese, Lotte and Júrgen. 
They're all great friends and get on very well. 


At weekends they go out walking in the woods or into the 
mountains, they're all very fond of nature. They play games too, 
like basketball, badminton and table tennis. 


Tm pretty good at table tennis, actually, he says. 


Pm glad to know he has a family but, I’m also slightly 
envious. 


“You love them a lot, don’t you?” 
“Of course. They're my family. 
‘And am I? Part of your family? What am I, Markus?’ 


You're my daughter, but we hardly know each other. I loved 
you before, in fact I still do but it’s something that needs 
nurturing. Do you think we can get to really love each other as 
fathers and daughters do? Maybe we can if we really want to,’ 


I nod, without saying a word. 


You've gone all serious, he says. ‘I thought you were going 
to cry. 
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‘I never cry.’ My eyes fill up with tears. My nose has started 
to run too, so I pull a Kleenex from my pocket and wipe it. 
‘Well, only on the inside anyway.’ 


‘Good, everybody has to cry sometime. Inside or out. 


We head back to Plaga Sant Jaume, me pushing the chair, 
without being asked, because it’s uphill again. Markus eyes the 
cakes in a cake shop window and sends me in to buy two sticky 
pastries filled with sticky pumpkin jam. We eat them in silence, 
licking our fingers and dropping flaky crumbs all over our 
clothes. Across the way you can see into one of the windows 
of the government building, where an enormous crystal 
chandelier hangs, gleaming in the evening sun like a sparkling 
multi-legged spider. The streets are busy with locals and 
foreigners. A group of Orientals is filming something with a 
large television camera on a tripod. Markus says they ate 
probably making a documentary and if we put ourselves 
directly in the line of fire, who knows? Maybe one day we'll be 
on the television in Japan and we won’t even know about it. 


At eight o’clock we make our way back to the car, where 
Silvia is waiting for us. She insists that he must come back with 
us for supper. We look at each other, Markus and I, like two 
naughty children who’ve done something they shouldn’t have. 
Laughing, he confesses that neither of us is hungry as we’ve 
just devoured some very large and crumbly pastries. But he 
comes with us anyway, which is fine by me. I have just realised 
that I don’t want him to leave and this way I will have him for 
another couple of hours. 


When it’s time for him to go back to the Olympic Village he 
calls for a Paralympic car to come and pick him up. 
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As we wait for the taxi I start to feel sad. Markus is leaving 
and there seems to have been no talk of future arrangements 
between him and Silvia. Which means that the visit to meet me 
has been accomplished and ten days from now, he’ll be going 
back to Germany and I may never see him again. Last night I 
wanted this to be over quickly, but now I’ve changed my mind. 
A few short hours with Markus Rilz are not enough and I want 
more. 


We accompany him to the lift. He says we needn’t come 
down to the street with him as he can easily reach the button 
for the ground floor. 


‘Tl be in touch, says Markus. 
‘Yes, do that,’ says Silvia. 


The door of the lift closes and I’m left with a sensation of 
emptiness I find difficult to cope with. It’s as if someone has 
just taken something precious from my hands which I might 
never have again. For a moment I stand there, listening to the 
faint whir of the lift mechanism, taking him down. Already I 
miss his smile. I start to run down the stairs, as if there is a fire. 
I reach the bottom at the same time as the lift but it doesn’t 
stop. It goes down another floor and then returns. And there's 
Markus emerging from the metallic sliding doors, laughing to 
himself. 


‘I pressed the wrong button and ended up in the car park! 
What are you doing here?’ 


‘I want to go to the Games with you tomorrow 


‘Great. Come to the afternoon session. It starts at half past 
four. PI meet you under the cauldron. OK? You'll be there, 
won't your’ 
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“Yes, Tl be there. 


He takes both my hands in his and squeezes them tight. I 
lean down to give him another kiss. This time I notice he smells 
of aftershave. And sugar. 
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N ext day I wake at the usual time but instead of getting up 
straight away I stay in bed reading a book about Romans, 
trying to tell myself Pm doing this because I’m interested in 
Romans and not because I’m avoiding seeing Silvia. There’s a 
drawing of a man in a tunic, driving a chariot, and I like to think 
it’s Lucius Minicius himself. It’s hard to concentrate on what 
I’m reading because in between the lines I’m seeing the words 
of another book which will come out in the autumn. I imagine 
the giant’s daughter is me, with dark messy curls, just like mine, 
and dark shining eyes. 


After a while I take a notebook and a pen from the desk and 
write down the word ‘nationalism’. Then I write it without the 
last seven letters and get ‘nati’, and change the ‘r for 2”. Nazi. 
That’s what Markus meant yesterday when he and Silvia were 
discussing politics. I know about Nazis. Everybody does. I’ve 
heard of Adolf Hitler, a very powerful man who got his Nazi 
friends to do horrendous things to the Jews and other people 
he considered inferior, for reasons I’ve never been able to 
understand. I wonder if my German grandfather, Markus’ 
father, was a Nazi too. 
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From this disturbing thought I go back to the one about how 
Markus had returned to Germany already in a wheelchair and 
this is more painful than it was yesterday. I will never be able to 
forgive Silvia for rejecting him in this way. 

So, the morning passes on music homework and tidying the 
drawers in the wardrobe and since Silvia is busy working on the 
plans of a three-storey house she doesn’t disturb me. 


As we sit down to dinner I have a nervous sensation in my 
stomach, like a nest of snakes. I’m not hungry and I can hardly 
eat. I tell her Pm going to meet Markus in the afternoon to go 
to the Games. She says this is fine, as long as I’m careful 
because there will be a lot of people. Pm not sure what she 
means by this but it’s the sort of thing mothers have to say to 
their children. 


‘Sorry I can’t come with you, I have to finish this work for 
tomorrow so I haven’t got time.’ 


I know she doesn’t really want to go to the Games anyway. 
On the one hand I feel a little disappointed but on the other 
I’m happy to go alone. Suddenly I see my mother in a very 
different light. She hadn’t been able to overcome the trauma of 
having a disabled husband and had rejected him as a useless 
object which no longer had a place in her life. Silvia has always 
had everything she wants, and me too. We have never lacked 
for anything. But the way I see it, Markus lost everything. And 
instead of helping him and standing by him, she hadn’t wanted 
him around because he was in the way. This is why she doesn’t 
want to waste time watching disabled athletes who will make 
her feel uncomfortable. If she doesn’t see them she won’t have 
to accept that they exist. 


The knot in my stomach twists even tighter and I just can’t 
swallow the veal with mushrooms. 
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She notices and says, ‘Gudrun, what’s wrong?’ 


I take a deep breath and sip some water. “You never told me 
that Markus had the accident here, that he went back to 
Germany already paraplegic. You always made me think that he 
left you, and in actual fact it was you who pushed him away. 
You didn’t want a paralytic husband getting in the way and you 
couldn't love him anymore, in a wheelchair!’ 


The words flow out like water from a tap at full belt. As if 
my mouth is in charge and not me. She stops eating, a look of 
shock on her face, knife and fork frozen in her hands and her 


eyes full of tears. 


‘Maybe that’s how you see it, she says eventually, hurt by my 
drastic comment. I hate myself for being this cruel. “But it 
wasn’t like that at all. I knew if I left you alone with Markus 
you would no doubt talk about it, and Pm glad you did. It’s time 
for you to know the truth but I think you’re misinterpreting the 
facts. Yes, you're right, he did have the accident here, but I can 
assure you that the decision to leave was entirely his, and his 
alone,’ 


‘Because you didn’t want him anymore!’ 


‘No, Gudrun. That’s not true. Things were very difficult for 
us both. You can’t imagine what it did to us. Yes, all right, so I 
didn’t know how to deal with him at first, I was broken into a 
thousand small pieces.’ 


‘Oh and he wasn’t?’ 


‘He didn’t want to see anyone; he wouldn’t let anybody help 
him. He turned into a monster, a... a... monstrous stranger, 
someone I didn’t know. Always in a terrible mood, angry, bitter. 
Totally unapproachable. You couldn’t talk to him. And he hated 
himself. It was awful to see him. 
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‘Markus could never have been a monster, never!!’ I almost 
shout. 


“Talk to him then, tell him to explain everything. You've 
taken to him quickly, much more quickly than I ever imagined 
possible. Talk to him! Ask him to tell you’ 


I rush into my room, grab my bum bag and a handful of 
coins and notes from my piggy bank and leave the house 
without another word. I don’t even say goodbye, something I’ve 
never done before in my life. The bang of the door startles even 
me. As I go down in the lift I picture my mother seated at the 
table, alone, the food on her plate untouched, now cold. 


I don’t take a bus; I walk right the way down to Diagonal 
Avenue because I need to calm myself. Walking is soothing. The 
nest of vipers in my stomach is twisting and turning less and less 
and the pain flitting around inside my head is slowly fading. When 
I reach the underground entrance at Maria Cristina I stop and 
wait, watching the cars go past full of normal families with 
mothers and fathers and kids. I wonder if the kids are counting 
all the red cars. Pm breathing more easily now and am more 
relaxed. 


All along the pavement at regular intervals there are publicity 
signs advertising sunglasses, the brandy with the bull logo and 
my mothet’s favourite chocolates. During the Olympics there’d 
been the ones of Cobi with the slogan Friends for Life. Now 1 
see two large close-up shots, one of a man’s head emerging 
from the water of a swimming pool with the words Records will 
be broken at the bottom. The other is the man on the telephone 
box, in a special racing wheelchair. Si/ver wont be enough I read 
out loud. 


I go down the steps into the underground station and buy a 
ticket and wait for the train which will take me to Placa Espanya. 
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At first the train is empty but it quickly fills up as more and 
mote people board at each stop. There are large groups of 
people, friends and families, again -everywhere I look I am 
getting families- all with backpacks or sports bags, and T-shirts 
of Cobi playing basketball or tennis. Some I notice have Petra 
on them. She’s leaping over the world, long-jumping the planet. 
As if she’s a giant or the earth is tiny. 


When we get to Plaga Espanya it’s hard work walking along 
the platform in such a large crowd of people. More of a shuffle 
than a walk. I feel like a mole, slowly working its way up to the 
surface. Once outside everybody heads in a mass towards the 
Palau Nacional up Reina Cristina Avenue, towards the escalators 
that were installed specially for the Olympic Games. I know 
everybody is going to the same place and a strange excitement 
takes hold of me, as if something tremendous and important 
is on the point of happening. It’s going to be a first-time, once- 
in-a-lifetime occasion. I can feel the excitement growing inside 
me like bubbles. 


There are lots of foreigners walking beside me. Small 
Orientals with straight black hair; tall Americans in sportswear 
and Olympic caps; Britons with the Union Jack over their bare 
shoulders. There are hundreds of people with such very white 
blond hair it almost looks unreal. Scandinavians, I imagine, 
though I wouldn’t know a Dane from a Swede. I tag on to a 
crowd of Germans so I can listen to them speak. German has 
a sort of harshness about it, not what you'd call a soft language. 
It sounds as if they are angry about something, though I know 
they’re not because they’re laughing loudly. I wish I could 
understand what they're saying, because, after all, Pm half 
German myself. All I know is that mein means ‘no’ and ja means 
‘yes’. If I told them my name was Gudrun Rilz they’d probably 
find it strange that I can’t even introduce myself in German, or 
count to ten. 
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On the escalators up to Montjuic I do what I always do on 
escalators: I stand with my feet on the crack between two steps 
because I like the sensation you get when the steps separate and 
open up. Then I turn and look behind at the view below: hordes 
of people walking past the two giant columns that stand at the 


start of Reina Cristina Avenue; Plaga Espanya packed with cars . 


and buses and mounted policemen, and behind all that, way off 
in the distance, Tibidabo hill poking the sky and bathed in a 
white heat mist. 


We reach the top and I am being pushed forward by the 
crowd, on past the fountains which are spraying with such force 
today that for a moment you can feel drops of water splashing 
at your skin. The water's cool, my skin is hot. The contrast is 
refreshing. I feel a little odd, sad but optimistic at the same time. 
I don’t remember ever having felt like this before. Everything 
will change today, 1 think. From this day onwards, 6th 
September, nothing will ever be the same again. 


I tell myself I have to remember every little detail. I must 
make mental notes of what I see so that later I can write it all 
down. For example, the man in jeans and black T-shirt selling 
pins to anyone who has the time to stop; the man with long 
hair who, for a hundred pesetas, will paint your country's flag 
or whatever you like on your cheek with face-paints; the man 
carrying a huge placard with a drawing of a crucified Christ, 
shouting at the top of his voice and telling us we are all sinners 
and that the world is about to end. Nobody takes much notice 
of him, except me. I think my world is probably about to 
change. ‘Though it has already, in a sense. 


Then, after the next lot of escalators, there’s a place with 
stalls where you can buy all sorts of Olympic souvenirs from 
caps to flags, and the temporary bars where kids buy ice creams 
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which melt in half a second and drip down their hands before 
they have chance to eat them. 


I check my watch and since I still have half an hour before 
Pm supposed to meet Markus I stop to buy myself a pin of 
Petra with the Olympic torch on her head. The man on the stall 
sticks an adhesive logo on my chest and, with a big cheerful 
grin, tells me it’s free. As I continue the last part of the climb 
up the hill, over the tops of the trees I can see the flame waving 
in its cauldron, yellow and purple tongues flickering and rising 
up and licking out, like dragon tongues. Something like an 
excited frog in my stomach starts to hop up and down. Markus 
will be there, waiting for me in his chair. 


I want to hurry on but I need to make the excitement last so 
I stand and watch the children drinking water from a drinking- 
fountain which flows into a small pond beside it. In the summer 
other children bathed in this pond, half naked. People with 
banners saying Go Norway! are eating picnics on the grass, 
waving their flags and ringing noisy cow bells. A policeman 
standing beside the immensely long queue waiting to see the 
swimming events in the Picornell pool winks at me and asks 
me how on earth all this lot is going to fit inside. I smile and 
shrug my shoulders and continue on towards the stadium. 
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la of people are sitting on the steps waiting for the 
afternoon session to begin. But he isn’t there. Disappointed, 
I sit down and tip my head back to look at the flame closer. It’s 
beautiful; the cauldron will always be there, of course, but in a 
few days’ time the flame will be put out forever. Unless it comes 
back to Barcelona one day in the distant future, after it’s 
travelled all around the world. Maybe when Pm a grandmother. 


Ten past four, quarter past, twenty past and still no Markus. 
I try to make a plan of what to do if he doesn’t come. I could 
have asked Francina to come with me but to be honest I wanted 
to have Markus all to myself. Though now I’m regretting not 
asking my friend to join me. I don’t want to go home because 
I can’t face Silvia yet. So, if he doesn’t show up, where will I 
go? Into the stadium of course, to watch the games anyway. 
That's why I’m here, isn’t it? PI give him five more minutes and 
then Pll go inside, find a seat and watch the games, with or 
without him. 


Just as Pm on the point of putting my Plan B into action 
two young men appear and sit down beside me. I assume they’re 
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German because of the black, yellow and red stripes on the 
sleeves of their white tracksuits, but before I can ask them if 
they know Markus, one of the boys looks straight at me and 
asks me, in Spanish, if Pm Markus Rilz’ daughter. I wonder 
how they guessed, or maybe it’s just a coincidence. Or maybe 1 
do really look like Markus. 


Yes, I am. Do you know him?’ 


‘Oh yes, we're friends of his, says the boy. He has long hair 
tied back in a small pony tail, and strange eyes. ‘He sent us 
because he can’t come right now. He told us you would be here. 


‘Is anything wrong?’ I ask, wondering if something bad has 
happened to Markus. 


‘No, something’s come up, that’s all. Nothing to worry about. 
He says to tell you he’s sorry but he’ll be a bit late. He wants us 
to take you into the stadium and find a seat and wait for him 
there. He'll be along later. 


I can’t help noticing the boy’s eyes. They are half closed, as 
if the strong sunlight hurts them. When he does open them a 
little more they seem to move in an odd way, from right to left, 
quickly, as if he’s nervous. 


‘Shall we go in then?’ says the boy eagerly. But I feel a bit 
uncertain. Silvia told me I had to be careful, so I hesitate. 


‘What’s your name?’ I say. 


‘Oh yes, I’m sorry, Gudrun, we haven’t introduced ourselves 
properly!’ 

He smiles and holds out his hand for me to shake. ‘I’m 
Dieter and this is Edgar. You'll have to forgive Edgar, he can’t 
speak any Spanish,’ 


‘Hello, says the one called Edgar. Dieter laughs. 
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‘Well, he can get that far!’ 


I laugh too, feeling more at ease now. Edgar is wearing the 
jacket of his tracksuit over his shoulders with the sleeves empty. 
He offers me his hand and as I reach out to shake it I then see 
that it isn’t really a hand at all. It’s a stump of arm which doesn’t 
even reach the elbow. In fact both his arms ate like this. I hold 
back, almost cringing. What do I do? Edgar doesn’t seem in the 
least perturbed at not offering me a normal hand, but then, why 
should he? It isn’t strange to him. Something Markus said to 
me the day before pops into my mind, something like: “We are 
all just people, you have to accept us the way we ate... if you 
can't do that then don’t even bother...’ 


I take hold of the tiny, shrivelled arm and shake it, horrified 
to find that I feel horrified. And sorry for Edgar. But he’s 
smiling broadly, that light Markus talked about radiating from 
his entite face. I quickly dismiss the vague sadness and, 
returning the smile, I say, 


‘OK, let's go! 


‘We must get seats as near to the winning line as possible, 
says Dieter, ‘then we'll be able to see the winners close up. 


“Sounds good to me,’ I say. 


The stadium is pretty much full but Dieter and Edgar 
somehow manage to get us seats near the track. The 
atmosphere is electric, full of noise and alive with a contagious 
feeling of celebration. On the giant screen Petra is playing 
football with Cobi to a catchy tune that makes the crowds clap 
their hands. All of a sudden I’m overwhelmed with excitement 
and anticipation. The two Germans are very friendly, though 
it’s a pity Edgar can’t speak Spanish, or that I can’t speak 
German. I make up my mind there and then that in the autumn 
I will start going to German classes and learn the language once 
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and for all. I ask Dieter how come he speaks such good 
Spanish. He says he always studied it at school and apart from 
that he’s spent many, many holidays on the Costa Brava. 


“Sorry I can’t speak Catalan, he says. 


‘Oh, don’t worry about that, I can’t speak German, I wish I 
did. I’m going to start classes this year. Though I haven't told 
my mother yet. Are you two athletes, then?’ 


“Yes, we ate. But today we haven't got an event. We're just 
spectators.’ 


‘And what sports do you do?’ 


‘Edgar here is a table tennis champion. He won the gold the 
other day, he’s an ace. 


My breath catches in my throat. Table tennis? Pve already 
noticed the camera hanging round Edgar's neck and asked 
myself how anyone can take photos if they don't have any 
fingers or hands, but how is it possible fot a man in this 
condition to play table tennis? Pd like to ask Edgar how he 
holds the bat but I don't want to be rude. Perhaps the best way 
to find out would be to watch him play. 


‘Wow, fantastic! And has he got any other matches?’ 

‘I think he’s playing on Friday, eh, Edgar?’ The two boys 
speak together in German and Edgar nods. 

‘Yes, Friday morning. Do you want to see him play? If you 


like you can come with me. I love that Palau Sant Jordi, it’s an 
amazing place.’ 


‘Oh, definitely, Pd love to come and watch him play. I was 
wondering...’ 


“How he holds the bat? Most people wonder that. He's got 
magic powers, Gudrun. You'll see!’ 
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Dieter obviously tells Edgar what’s just been said because 
Edgar responds with a mouthful of German and a hearty laugh 
that seems to rumble up from his toes and then explodes in the 
air, Of course I join in the laughter though I don’t really know 
what I’m laughing at. Edgar pretends he’s playing table tennis 
and accompanies the movements of his invisible bat hitting the 
invisible ball with comical cartoon noises. For some reason it 
makes me think of the day Francina’s brother did the trick with 
the helium balloon, sucking in a little of the gas from the neck 
of the balloon and then speaking for a few seconds in a 
ridiculous Donald Duck voice, which had us all in stitches. 


I ask Dieter what sport he goes in for. One hundred metres 
in the B3 class, he says, and do I know what that is? I shake my 
head because of course I have no idea. 


‘B3 is for people who are partially blind. I don’t see too well, 
but I got the gold the other day, which was pretty cool. 


‘You got a gold medal too? Both of you got gold medals? 
Wow, I should be honouted to be with you two! I’d never met 
a teal athlete before and now here I am sitting with two gold 
medallists!’ 


Dieter gives me a satisfied grin, his eyes dancing back and 
forth, from right to left. 


‘I also do long jump. But I only got the bronze in that. I don’t 
know what happened that day because Pd trained really, really 
hard. I suppose the other guys were just better than me; that’s 
the way it goes.’ 


‘But that’s two medals you’ve got. I mean, I’m really 
impressed, Dieter. Congratulations to both of youl’ 


I have a stupid urge to cry and I can’t understand why. I am 
starting to get seriously worried about this unusual weepiness. 
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It’s as if Pve softened in the middle and although I don’t 
particularly like it, I can’t seem to do anything about it. 1 don’t 
want strangers to see my eyes filling with tears and I’m sure if 
I speak my voice will crack. So I wait till my emotions have 
settled down a little and my nose has stopped prickling before 
I say anymore. When I’m sure I am in full control again I ask 
Dieter the next question, and that is what he means when he 
says he can’t see very well. Pm curious to know just how much 
he can see since he doesn’t walk with a cane. No dog helping 
him along either. Completely blind I can imagine -you just have 
to close your eyes and try to move around to get how that feels- 
but partially is hatd to grasp. 


‘I mean I can just see well enough to be able to walk down 
the street without a cane, at the moment. But everything is 
blurred.’ 


‘Am I blurred?’ 
“Sort of, yes. I can see you slightly better close up. 


“That's awful! I mean, I don’t mean it’s awful that you can 
only see me blurred... I mean...’ 


‘Yeah, don’t worry, I know what you mean. But you don’t 
have to feel sorry for me. Pm used to this. I started to lose my 
sight ten years ago when 1 was eleven, so 1 can still remember 
things, colours, forms. In any case, Markus told me exactly what 
you look like. You’ve got hair almost the same colour as his but 
a little darker and curlier, a nice face and beautiful eyes.’ 


‘Is that what he said?” 
“Yes, that’s what he said’ 


I turn to look behind to see if Markus is by any chance on 
his way down. Then it hits me. The steps, all those steps! 
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‘When Markus gets here, how will he make it down the steps 
in his wheelchair?’ 


‘We'll go up and bring him down. You know, Gudrun, he's a 
superman in that chair of his, all he needs is a pair of red 
underpants, over, not under his trousers! He can dance to any 
type of music, whether it’s rock or a Viennese waltz; and if you 
toss him a ball and show him a net he’ll run rings round you. 
He can get just as many winning baskets per minute as any man 
with legs. But, he still hasn’t found the way to tackle stairs and 
beat them. They’re his worst enemy.’ 


‘T bet you think it’s weird, don’t you, that I don’t know much 
about Markus? He's new to me; this is all new to me? 


‘No, I don’t think it’s weird. It’s normal, in the circumstances. 


‘When did you first hear anything about me, Dieter? From 
him?’ 

‘Gudrun, Pve known about you for quite a long time.’ 

“How long?’ 


He looks at me with those partially blind dancing eyes of his 
and says: ‘No more questions now, the games are starting, Enjoy 
the show!’ 


My head full of wondering thoughts I leave it at that for now 
and do as I’m told, sit back and prepare myself to enjoy what 
promises to be an incredible afternoon. 


The first event is javelin for blind women. I’m not usually 
interested in javelin but somehow today the event has a 
different quality about it. The athletes are greeted with cheers 
and applause, as if they're famous people; the noise is 
tremendous until a bell rings and the javelin is about to be 
thrown. Then the crowds fall silent so that the competitor can 
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hear the voice of her guide telling her in which direction to 
throw. After each throw from each athlete the cheers erupt 
again, especially when someone breaks a world record. 


A few more field events and then the races start. Dieter tells 
me these women belong to the B1 category, meaning they are 
totally sightless and have to run with a guide. In the three 
thousand metre event the winnet’s guide lets her run alone for 
the last few mettes, so that the win will be really hers. Then, 
once she’s made it over the finishing line she carries on running 
as if she doesn’t know when to stop and the judges and 
volunteers have to gallop onto the tracks to stop her crashing 
into the fence. 


A young Nigerian with only one arm speeds down the track 
in the 100 metres TS4 event, gets the gold, breaks the world 
record and then, by way of celebration, flings himself down on 
the ground and weeps in the dust. Dieter says that this boy 
would be the fastest person on earth if he had two arms, faster 
even than Carl Lewis. Arms give you the symmetry and balance 
you need to run fast, he says. His lap of victory is done to an 
explosion of applause, with the entire stadium on its feet. 


It’s almost as if all the spectators have got together 
beforehand and signed an agreement to applaud and encourage 
each and every athlete in this way. My hands are on fire from 
so much clapping. Dieter says his throat is sore from all the 
shouting he’s doing; he’s thirsty too. But he can’t be bothered 
to go all the way up the steps to find a bar. And he doesn’t want 
to miss anything, he says. 


It’s funny really, because visually he misses a lot. But Edgar 
seems to have taken on the role of standing in for Dietet’s eyes 
by giving him a running commentary on exactly what is going 
on down on the tracks. Despite not being able to actually see 
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the close-up details on the giant screen or the athletes on the 
field, except as moving blurred shapes, Dieter seems to enjoy 
the thrill of each race just as much as anyone. 


Now he needs a drink and since the long trek to the nearest 
bar is out of the question he takes the next best option which 
is to call out to the boy who is wandering up and down the 
aisles selling drinks from a large portable ice box, and buys 
himself, and me and Edgar, a can of Coke. Normally I would 
swallow mine down quickly before it loses its chill, but today I 
am so wrapped up in what’s happening on the tracks that I put 
the can under my seat and immediately forget all about it. There 
are so many events, so many finals, so many victory laps and 
medal ceremonies that I don’t have time to notice if I’m thirsty 
ot not. The afternoon is so full of the sound of applause, 
cheering and national anthems that I hardly even have time to 
think or notice how red and sore my hands are. Most of the 
time I’m laughing; I’ve never felt so enthusiastic about anything 
before in my life. As I jump up and down and scream and cheer 
I can’t believe this is actually me. I think perhaps it’s a new me, 
a new Gudrun emerging from a shell. 
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strange sound reaches my ears, like a mass of bees 

humming. As it gets louder and louder Edgar points 
towards the other side of the stadium and I see all the people, 
VIPs included, standing up and lifting their arms in unison, 
their mouths making a sound like 00000000000. We join in the 
wave as it reaches us and then see it go round the stadium and 
back again unbroken seven times. I’m sure this also is a world 
record. 


Much as Pm enjoying being with Dieter and Edgar, and I 
am certainly having more fun than I’ve had in years, I still can’t 
help wishing Markus were here. He’s missing out on all this and 
if he doesn’t get here soon the afternoon will be over. 


‘Dieter, where is Markus?’ 


Dieter shrugs and says he doesn’t know, though it is a bit 
strange because the wheelchair races are about to start and that’s 
Markus’ favourite event. 


Well, he knows what he’s doing, I suppose. Sooner or later 
he'll get here” 
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‘Oh, he will,’ says Dieter, ‘he will. If he isn’t here now he 
must have something really important to do. But don’t worry, 
he'll show up.’ 


I watch the races for paraplegic women and recognise the 
special racing wheelchairs from the publicity posters I’ve seen. 
They have two large wheels at the back and it’s the smaller one 
on a long axle at the front which, according to Dieter, makes 
them more streamlined and therefore faster. As soon as the 
pistol cracks the crowd is on its feet cheering the racers on and 
following them round the track as if they’re running with them. 
These races ate fast and exciting, the noise of the crowd 
intensifying the excitement. By the time I’ve watched a few 
mote spectacular victory laps and medal ceremonies I’ve 
forgotten to think of a wheelchair as a handicap. In fact it hasn’t 
taken me very long to become accustomed to seeing people 
running, jumping or throwing with artificial limbs or 
amputations. I remember Silvia’s concern about my possible 
reaction to the Paralympic scene and how Markus had almost 
laughed at her. I remember what Pd said myself that day we 
got back from the mountains. ‘What can you do in a 
wheelchair? All this hullaballoo for a few basketball games?’ I 
couldn't have been more wrong. In fact now I feel a little 
ashamed, and if it were vaguely possible or vaguely appropriate, 
Pd jump down onto the tracks to apologize to these athletes 
for doubting them for a second. 


Dieter asks Edgar something and he replies with a nod, 
pointing his arm down towards the track, where the men are 
positioning their wheelchairs on the line ready for the start of 
the 400 metres. 


‘Any Germans in this one” I ask. 


“Yes, in lane 4; says Dieter. From where we're sitting all the 
men look the same from behind. I rapidly scan the list of names 


120 


Bev Allan 


on the screen and then I remember the drink I have hardly 
touched. The sparkling, icy Coke that will now be flat and 
warm. It’s as Pm bending down to reach for the can under my 
seat that I hear the voice over the loudspeaker. ‘In lane number 
4, racing for Germany, present world champion and world 
record holder, Markus Rilz...’ 


I hear, but it doesn’t sink in. Not at first. Leaving the can 
tight where it is I sit upright and look again at the list of names 
on the screen, reading downwards carefully this time, slowly 
and attentively. 


And there I see it: TW3 class. Lane 4, Markus Rilz. 


Then I understand why he wasn’t waiting for me under the 
flame, why he doesn’t drink beer or smoke like other dads do, 
why the muscles in his back strain against the T-shirt with the 
radiant smiling Petra on it. Markus is a Paralympic athlete, one 
of the elite, and he has to be on top form. He is world 
champion in his class and he’s my father. I turn to Dieter and 
Edgar and find them grinning at me. 


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ 
‘He wanted it to be a surprise.’ 


‘Oh boy, it certainly is a surprise. Markus is full of surprises, 
wonderful surprises, I say. Wishing I could run to the phone 
and tell Francina, and also Silvia. 


The pistol cracks, the race begins. Edgar and Dieter are on 
their feet cheering Markus on. I stand up too but I can’t shout; 
there’s a knot in my throat keeping the sounds locked inside. 
‘And he’s off, Markus Rilz, going like the wind!’ a voice yells 
over the loudspeaker. To my despair I see that the athletes in 
lane 3 and 6 have overtaken him and ate well ahead. I close my 
eyes, my hands squeezed so tightly into fists that my nails dig 
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into the palms of my hands. Pm wishing so hard my thoughts 
are shouting: ‘Come on, come on, you have to do it, you have 
to do it!’ 


The boys are jumping and yelling beside me and then Dieter 
grabs my arm and tells me to open my eyes and look. 


‘Look, Gudrun! Look! He’s going to do it! He’s going to do 
it! Come on, Markus!’ 


I open my eyes and sure enough, just as the racers in first 
and second position are heading towards the finishing line, 
Markus, his head down, his hands in the white gloves spinning 
the wheels with all his strength, streams past them and leaves 
them both behind. The axle of the strange third wheel crosses 
the line long before anyone else can get there. The ecstatic voice 
over the loudspeaker screams out Markus’ name and then 
comes the trumpet call, saluting the making of a new world 
record. The three of us are shouting in two languages: “He did 
it! He did it! He won! He won!’ Wrapped together in a hug we 
jump up and down, trying not to topple over. 


“He broke his own record again, Gudrun!’ says Dieter. “He's 
unbeatable!’ 


Tears are making my eyes blurred; they're tears of joy of 
course and by now I’m past caring who sees me in this state. 
Yesterday I told Markus I never cried. Well, now I do, but only 
when I’m happy. 


Meanwhile, down on the track, Markus is still racing round 
the stadium on his fabulous lap of honour, to an endless din 
of applause that seems to make the air even hotter than it 
already is. When he teaches the finishing line for the second 
time he stops and turns to look towards where he thinks we 
might be. But we’re no longer anywhere near our seats. The 
three of us have skipped down the steps and are leaning over 
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the barrier. Dieter and Edgar help me climb over and I drop 
down onto the track. 


‘Quick,’ says Dieter, ‘before the judges see you!” 
I run to Markus and throw myself at him, feeling his arms 


and white-gloved hands wrap firmly around me, the sweat from 
his face running onto my face. 


You won, you won! You won the gold medal, papa! You're 
amazing! You and your trusty chariot! 


‘I did, I did. I won the gold! Are you pleased, Gudrun?’ 
‘What? Pleased? Pm more than pleased!’ 


‘Oh, look, there’s Edgar, I think he wants to take a picture 
of us. 


I pull myself away from Markus’ warm and sweaty embrace 
and stand beside him with my arm over his shoulders, telling 
Edgar to hurry up and take the photo before I get sent off the 
field. Edgar, with the camera held in his teeny-weeny arms that 
have no hands or fingers, takes not one but several snap shots 
before the man in the red jacket, striped trousers and straw hat 
comes over to us. I start to apologize and explain my presence 
on the track but instead of ordering me to leave the judge 
shakes Markus’ hand and then positions himself at my side. 
With a broad smile, he signals to Edgar to take yet another 
photograph, with him in it this time. 

The crowd loves it and applauds the judge’s friendly gesture. 
The whole stadium is watching; I feel like a celebrity. It’s the 
sort of moment you know is beyond special, unforgettable. I 
rise several inches off the ground, floating in joy; I think Pm 
dreaming. 


‘OK, off you go now, back to your seat, says Markus, 
squeezing my hand. “But don’t leave yet, because lve got 
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another race coming up, the 3,000 metres. I don’t think Pm 
going to win this one so don’t get your hopes up too high!” 

‘If you win it, perfect, and if you don’t, so what. PH still be 
here, cheering you on. I love watching you race. Just watching 
you is like a prize anyway. I’ve already got my prize. You know, 
you're amazing, just amazing!’ 


“Pve got my prize too, a very good one, and I don’t mean 
the gold medal.” 


The afternoon fades into evening and the floodlights come 
on. By now the stadium is so packed that there's an overflow 
of people sitting in the aisles. As I contemplate the way the 
flame seems to burn even brighter in its cauldron against the 
darkening sky, I understand that my life really has changed 
completely. After today I will never be the same person again. 
Markus Rilz is the one who’s helped me change and just the 
thought of him being part of this new life fills me with delight. 
I feel deliciously, incredibly happy. 


To celebrate the occasion and my happiness I decide to treat 
the boys to a sandwich of some kind. I calculate roughly and 
think I will have enough with the thousand peseta note I took 
from my savings in the piggy bank this morning. So I set out 
on the long climb up to the bar and buy three hot dogs, one 
with ketchup for myself and two with plenty of mustard, as 
ordered by Dieter and Edgar. There is still enough left to pay 
the underground fare home, though going home is not 
something I want to even think about right now. In fact I don’t 
want this evening to be over, ever. 


But, all good things do eventually come to an end and this 
is no exception. The last event of the day begins, the 3,000 
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metres, and this time I don’t close my eyes. I follow Markus’s 
movements at each lap, at each curve, at each swerve, not 
wanting to let him out of my sight for a second. Biting 
distractedly into my hot dog I squirt ketchup onto Dieter's 
tracksuit; he lets out a squawk which sounds like a parrot and 
tells me off, in a funny way, and then we all laugh. We are still 
laughing when the collision happens. 


Dieter tells me to keep calm but when I see the wheel of 
one chair tangling up with the wheel of the one beside it and 
the multiple pile-up that follows, I can’t help but panic. 
Upturned wheelchairs are scattered all over the track, their 
wheels still spinning and their riders sprawled helplessly on their 
backs, like birds with broken wings. And I can’t see Markus in 
all the turmoil. Volunteers and Red Cross people carrying 
stretchers flood the track though miraculously no-one is hurt. 
Once the athletes have been lifted from the tangle of wheels 
and metal and seated back in their chairs, the race continues as 
if the crash has never happened. Markus comes in in fifth 
position, but I honestly don’t care about not seeing him on the 
podium this time as long as he hasn’t been injured. 


“Of course he’s all right, Gudrun, calm down, says Dieter. 
“These guys are really strong; they're used to little accidents like 
this. 

‘Little accident? It was a major nose-to-tail crash, Dieter!’ 

“They happen all the time and they're never as bad as they 
look, honestly. Haven't you ever seen a non-Paralympic athlete 
fall in a race? At least these guys can’t sprain their ankles ot pull 
ligaments in their calves! Ha-ha!!’ 


“Yeah, ha-ha? Pm not completely convinced. 


The day comes to an end and the voice on the loudspeaker 
thanks us all for our presence. 


125 


Lucius Minicius Rides Again 


We make our way out through the gate which leads to the 
esplanade called Minici Natal beside the Palau Sant Jordi. I gasp, 
it’s such a beautiful sight. The Palau is lit up and looks for all 
the world like a spaceship that has dropped from the sky. My 
spaceship, of course. All the way down the walk the line of 
strange, illuminated pillars shine like silver and gold against the 
night sky. For a while the three of us stand there gazing at the 
sight, speechless. The water in the fountains gushes out 
fluorescent white, like the pillars of light. The crowds still 
swarm among the stands buying pins and caps and souvenir 
key rings. I would like to buy a Petra key ring for my mother 
but I still have to pay for my underground ticket to get home. 
I don’t want to go home. P'm happy standing here with my two 
new friends, feeling perfectly at ease. 


‘I have to get the underground, but I want to say goodbye 
to Markus.’ 


“Let's go and wait for him, says Dieter. “Then we'll take you 
home in the car that will come to pick us up. 


Hearing this I rush over to the stall and buy the key ring, 


We head back up towards the Olympic cauldron and wait 
for Markus. When he appears, now showered and smelling 
good, dressed in the team’s tracksuit and smiling as if smiling 
is going out of fashion, we congratulate him again for the gold, 
the boys joking and laughing about the collision as if it had all 
been just part of the show. 


You certainly know how to keep a secret, Markus, I say once 
we're seated in the van and I’m enjoying the last few minutes 
of this remarkable day. ‘I don’t understand how it never 
occurred to me when you said you were staying at the Olympic 
Village with the other athletes. I never imagined you were 
actually an athlete yourself!’ 
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‘Oh, it had to be a secret, Gudrun. Though it was a bit hard 
not to let it slip sometimes. I couldn’t wait to see the look on 
your face! Would you like to go again? Or have you seen enough 
of the Games?’ 


“Yes, I would, and no, I haven't! I want to go every day, I 
loved the Games. Really. 


“Good. Tomorrow we could go and watch swimming or judo 
or whatever you like. 


“And haven't you got any more competitions?’ 


“Yes, the 200 metres on Tuesday and then nothing till the 
marathon on Sunday afternoon. 


Do you run in the marathon too?’ 
“Yes, but I’m not going to win.’ 
‘How do you know?’ 


‘Because I’m an expert in short, fast races and the marathon 
is 42 kilometres. But I do it because I enjoy racing in my 
chariot! 


‘TIl come and watch you lose then. I don’t want to miss a 
thing,’ 
‘I don't mind if I lose, Pve already won enough. 


“Of course, you got the gold medal and broke the world 
record!” 


‘I don’t mean the medal, Gudrun. You called me ‘papa’, and 
that’s worth more than all the medals put together.’ 


‘What did you want me to call you then? Lucius Minicius»” 


After a second’s thought I grin and say: Yes, Lucius Minicius, 
invincible!!’ 
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he lift grinds to a halt, the door slides open and back I step 

into my old world. Then I start to feel nervous and also 
guilty. I try to picture how my mother has spent her afternoon 
after I stormed out so huffily with a bang of the door. She must 
have had a miserable time. Maybe she’s passed the hours 
working, as she so often does on Sundays, to take her mind off 
things. Regardless of my anger and accusations this morning 
there is only one way to handle this now and that is by at least 
offering an apology. It’s something which is quite hard to do, 
though it usually makes you feel a little better, like taking an 
aspirin for a headache. 


I slip the key in the lock and open the door quietly, making 
my entrance as gentle as possible. As if I need to creep in, small 
and unannounced. 


Silvia doesn’t hear me come in because she’s too engrossed 
in what is on the television -an old black and white war film 
with a submarine making that pinging, blopping noise you get 
in submarines- or because she’s deep in thought. Whatever the 
reason, the sight of her sitting there all alone and serious makes 
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me angry with myself. I stand at the door and think for a 
moment, wondering how I could have criticised her so hard 
this morning without waiting to hear the whole story from both 
sides. She’s spent almost thirteen years of her life without 
anyone to share it with except me, and I didn’t even notice that 
maybe she was sad, or lonely. What an idiot I am. 


‘Hello, I say. 


She turns, and stares, as if she wasn’t expecting me home so 
soon and is surprised to see me. And then she welcomes me 
back with a smile and asks me how it went and if I took the 
bus or the underground. I tell her Markus brought me home, 
in a Paralympic van, with the logo of a person in a wheelchair 
on the door. 


I go and curl up beside her, my head on her chest, like I did 


when I was small. 
“Pm sorry. 


She kisses the top of my head and strokes my hair. Neither 
of us says a word for a time. 


‘I know, it doesn’t matter says Silvia eventually. We’ll talk 
about it, but not tonight, Gúdrun. You have to tell me all about 
your day! Come on, did you have a good timer” 


Her immediate forgiveness makes me feel even sorrier. But 
I push away the feeling of shame and start to tell her what I’ve 
seen today and how spectacular the Games ate. 


I tell her about the blind runners and the athletes who run 
on one or two orthopaedic legs. I tell her about the young 
Nigerian and the wheelchair races, about the noise of the crowd 
applauding and cheering in a constant atmosphere of joy. And 
all the time I’m keeping the best news for last. 
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‘Mum, did you know Markus was a Paralympic athlete? He 
won the gold medal in the 400 metres, TW 3 category!’ 


‘T know. At least I do now. I had no idea that he’d come to 
actually participate with the team. I was amazed when I saw 
him on the television. I saw it all. The race, the medal ceremony, 
you there on the tracks, hugging your father! I got it all on video 
for you to keep. 


‘Really? Oh, great! Pll be able to watch it all again!’ 
‘And again and again... We’ll be able to watch it together. 


Yes! Oh, it was incredible. I couldn't believe it when I saw 
his name on the list, I mean they announced the names but I 
didn't really hear properly... and watching him win... and then 
that awful collision, though nobody was really hurt... he might 
have won that one too if it hadn't been for the crash... or 
maybe he'd have at least got the silver, or the bronze. It’s 
incredible, isn’t it? He won the gold, Mum, he’s world 
champion. He broke his own record! Then they brought me 
home in the special van. And look, I bought you this.’ 


She opens the small white paper bag and takes out the key 
ring. She seems to really like it. Of course she wasn't expecting 
any presents so you can tell she's touched. She holds the key 
ring in two fingers and lets it swing, Petra spinning and turning 
dizzily. We laugh, the two of us. 


“Oh, thank you. That's really sweet of you.’ 
> y yi yi 
Tm meeting Markus again tomorrow, to see more games,’ 


T think you rather like him, don’t you? After all your fears 
the other day? He doesn’t seem so strange to you now, in his 
wheelchair, does he? Pm happy the way you’ve taken to him. 


Taken to him. "That's one way of putting it. 
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‘Oh yes, I like him, Mum, I really do. He's... I don’t know... 
he’s wonderful... I don’t know how to explain it, so much has 
happened in the past few days. I’ve felt so mixed up and now I 
can't believe how afraid I was about meeting him. I thought I 
hated him but I didn’t really. I couldn’t have because it’s 
impossible to hate a man like Markus,’ 


She’s watching me and nodding, wondering, I suppose, what 
all this means and how he is now going to fit into our lives. For 
each of us it means a very different thing. I’ve gained something 
I never had and she’s found something she once had and lost. 
I realise that for me it’s easier; suddenly I have a new hero in 
my life and it won’t be long before his face is smiling out at me 
from photo frames on my desk and bedside table. The picture 
of me with him will be the first, I know, but that one will have 
to be enlarged, extra large size, poster size. 


But just how easy is all this going to be for her? At the dinner 
yesterday she looked radiant and comfortable, though for all I 
know she may have spent a sleepless night thinking about the 
past, remembering good times, reliving the memory of a phone 
call, if there was a phone call, transmitting the bad news about 
a near-fatal accident that ruined two lives. I check her face for 
signs of weeping but can only detect a little tiredness perhaps, 
the way she usually looks because she spends too much time 
wotking on her plans. I have to admit the holiday in the 
mountains did her good, put colour in her cheeks and the light 
back in her eyes. I promise myself that from now on 1 will keep 
a check on her. And we will talk about the things we never really 
talked about before. 


‘I love the key ring, Gudrun. Really. Now, shall I heat up the 
veal you left at lunch-time? I’m sure you must be hungry; 


‘Actually, I had a hot dog, and I squirted ketchup on Dieter's 
nice white track suit. But maybe I am hungty...” 


132 


Bev Allan 


“Who's Dieter?’ she says on her way to the kitchen. 


I tell her about the long-jumping boy with the pony tail and 
the dancing eyes, and about Edgar, Dieter’s guide, though he 
hasn’t got any arms to speak of but he still manages to play 
table tennis. I tell her about the Coke I forgot to drink and the 
exact circumstances of the ketchup incident, and how much 
like a spaceship the Palau Sant Jordi looks at night. And I tell 
her about Markus’ medal ceremony and the friendly judge and 
the incredible, amazing, wonderful Mexican wave of the seven 
unbroken rounds. 
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‘So, what's for lunch? You promised me a banquet, says Markus 
after I’ve settled his chair in the shade of a large and leafy tree 
and begun to take things out of the backpack. First I spread a 
cloth on the grass, the one we always use for picnics, then I get 
out the paper serviettes, bread rolls, peaches, cubes of cheese 
(squishy from the heat), a packet of crisps and two cans of drink 
I’ve packed with ice in a small ice bag to keep them relatively 
cool. Then, finally, the four chicken legs, golden brown in a 
Tupperware box. Amused, Markus watches the process. 


“Maty Poppins’ bag, I see! Wow, yes, that really is a banquet! 
And you were carrying all that on your back? No wonder you 
were walking bent double and humpy like the Hunchback of 
Notre Dame. And when did you have time to get the chicken 
legs cooked to perfection?’ 


They were taken from the freezer last night and roasted this 
morning while I had my breakfast.’ 


‘I see you’ve been blessed with a sound intuition for 
preparing outdoor banquets. How did you know Pd suggest a 
picnic?’ 
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‘Sorry to disappoint you, Herr Rilz, but I didn’t. It was 
Silvia’s idea. She seemed to know it would be what you'd want 
to do even before you phoned this morning” 


Markus nods his head and smiles, wistfully I think. Perhaps 
one day the two of them will tell me about the picnics they used 
to have, back in the good old days. I hand him a drumstick in 
a setviette, saying I hope he doesn’t mind eating with his fingers. 
Of course he doesn’t and in any case, a knife and fork would 
look ridiculous here. Besides, fingers were made before cutlery, 
he says, and bites into his chicken with a loud mmmmm. 


‘Ours weren't.’ 


‘So what? It’s good to be a Neanderthal once in a while. 
Come on now, Gudrun, don’t hog the crisps!’ 


We eat in silence for a while; all you can hear is the faint hum 
of traffic, the crunch of crisps and the slurps when we drink 
from the cans. Sometimes there's the buzz of a fly or a wasp 
that drops in to annoy us. 


Eventually he asks me if I enjoyed the swimming 
competitions in the Picornell Pool that morning. He seems to 


think I did. 
‘Oh yes, I did, very much, once I got over the first shock.’ 


‘Of seeing Paralympic swimmers? I suppose it can be a bit 
of a shock the first time, he agrees. 


‘It’s a bit hard to take in, Markus. It’s not easy to understand 
how cruel and unjust nature can be at times. I feel sorry for 
these people, though I know what you’re going to say -pity is 
not acceptable. The thing is, the track athletes can hide an 
amputation under a track suit, or even patch it up with an 
artificial leg or arm, but swimmers in swimsuits can’t do that. 
They’ve got no alternative but to show the world all the parts 
that are missing from their bodies. 
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“That's true. Was Edgar a shock to you then, at first?’ 


‘A bit, but it took me all of two seconds to get over it. I 
remembered what you said about trying to see the person 
before you see the disability” 


“Good! I’m glad you remembered that. He's a good lad, our 
Edgar. He makes me laugh, anyway! And he’s so good with 
Dieter. And vice versa. They’re not just friends, they have this 
sort of symbiotic relationship, if you know what that means. 
Pm sure you do. But going back to the swimmers. Look at it 
this way, what would you rather these men and women did? 
Stay at home hiding away with their deformities and disabilities? 
Or wouldn't you rather they got out and enjoyed themselves 
doing something they’ve trained very hard for?’ 


‘Yes. It’s good that they can do what they do. I think they’re 
very brave and I admire them for their courage, honestly. 
Though I still can’t help wondering how they swim without 
arms. You’d think they’d sink!’ 


‘They’d laugh if they could hear you say that! You’ve seen 
them, you know they don’t sink. You’re learning that anything 
is possible because where there's a will but no arms, there's still 
a way. Even though they might be pretty limited on land, in 
water they turn into fish’ 


Markus is right. In the water they turn into fish, or dolphins. 
That’s what I thought myself when I saw the first race. On land 
a few of the swimmers seemed almost helpless without their 
chaits or small motorised scooters and had to be lowered into 
the pool. But some of them dived and then it was crazy the way 
they cut through the water. Heads and shoulders ploughing, legs 
thrashing like fish-tails, tiny bodies zigzagging like speedy electric 
eels, stumps whirling like human water-mills. Even Markus, who 
is used to such things, couldn’t help exclaiming a time or two. 
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Each race and ceremony was greeted with the same cheers 
and whistles Pd heard in the stadium. Nobody in the audience 
seemed to cate who won or what nationality the swimmers 
were, though I think when a Spanish swimmer stood on the 
podium to get the gold medal the cheers were maybe just a little 
louder. VIPs shook hands when there were hands to shake, or 
patted backs if there werer't, or bent right down to the smallest 
people. Sometimes the medals and the bouquets of dried 
flowers wete teceived by toes, while all the multi-coloured flags 
flapped in time to national anthems. 


‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many satisfied smiles in one 
morning, I say, on to the peaches now. The juice runs down 
my hand and drips onto my leg, You know, I’m never going to 
complain about the pathetic little problems I have, not ever. 
Pve got nothing to moan about. Absolutely nothing,’ 


Well, you don’t have to go over the top with it, you're 
allowed to moan if you want to. Things to complain about, it’s 
all relative, Gudrun. Anyway, Pm happy about these huge 
crowds the Games are drawing in. Pve never seen so many 
people watching disabled events. It’s really gratifying for the 
athletes. And even the ones who stay at home ate watching it 
all happen on their TV screens.’ He turns and looks behind him 
and points towards the Calatrava Tower. From where we are 
you can just see the tip of it, very white against a very blue sky. 
‘Thanks to that. Communications, Gudrun, pulling down 
barriers. A whole new awateness is being born.’ 


‘I love that tower. It’s like something from another planet. 
Did you know it represents a hand holding the Olympic torch?’ 


After we’ve eaten I clear up, put the bones and the empty 
cans and packets together and toss them all in the bin. Then 1 
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shake the cloth and fold it up haphazatdly, ignoring all the 
ironed-in creases, and push it back down into the backpack. 


It’s pleasantly warm and I feel sleepy. So I stretch out on the 
grass and close my eyes, feeling comfortable and contented. 
Thinking, how nice to be here, with my father... now what do 
other fathers do after a picnic? Smoke a cigarette or have a 
nap... 


‘Markus, why don’t you lie down and have a nap?’ 


‘Oh, that would be very nice, but it’s too difficult for me. I 
wouldn't be able to get back up again and into the chair without 
your help and I think I’m a wee bit too heavy for you to lift’ 


I open my eyes and sit up, blushing and feeling bad for what 
Pve just suggested. 


Tm sorry, I didn't think of that? 


He smiles at me. ‘Of course you didn’t. Don’t worry. It 
doesn’t matter. You’re not used to me in my condition 
otherwise you wouldn't have said it. 


No, Pm not completely used to him yet; there's still so much 
I need to learn. I realise just how little I know about my father. 


There are so many missing details that it’s hard to know where 
to start. 


‘Markus, I really don’t know much about you at all. Tell me 
things.’ 


‘Like what?’ 
‘Like... where are you from?’ 


So, Markus tells me his life story, which goes something like 
this. He was born in Frankfurt in south-west Germany where 
there ate varied landscapes and lots of fairy tale castles I would 
probably love. He’s always lived there, except for the years he 
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lived in Barcelona. Frankfurt, where the plastic sausages come 
from? He laughs and asks me if I like them. I tell him I eat them 
sometimes, not often, and I had one yesterday. I tell him about 
the ketchup on Dieter's tracksuit, but he already knows all about 
that. And personally he much prefers my roasted drumsticks. 
As well as sausages, Frankfurt has a City Forest, the largest of 
any German city, with nature trails and beautiful ponds. This is 
where he likes to go at weekends with his nieces and nephew. 
Nature is one of his main loves, along with music. Especially 
jazz. 


Tchaikovsky and Mozart are his favourite classical 
composers. The first because his music is romantic and sad, 
music for autumn, and Mozart's because it’s usually full of life. 


“Music for spring?’ 
“Sort of, though of course Mozart did also write requiems 
and sad stuff too. Anyway, they're just personal opinions, 


I tell him I like Mozart too, though I don’t know his music 
very well. Except for the Bird Catcher’s song from The Magic 
Flute which we sang with the choir last year. That I know by 
heart. 


‘Ah, Der Vogelfanger..” he says and starts to sing. 


He sings the whole first verse to me right the way through. 
Somehow, when he sings it, in German, it sounds much nicer 
than it ever did when we sang it. I give him a loud round of 
applause and ask for an encore. 


‘Oh no, he says, ‘you’ve had your lot. We opera singers are 
very temperamental.’ 


As for modern music, his opinions are just like you expect 
to hear from parents. The music of the seventies was much 
better and more original than music today. “We oldies’, he says, 
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classifying himself and the older generation, At his mention of 
oldies it occurs to me that I don’t know if his own parents are 
still alive. Alive and kicking, he says. I suppose it’s only natural 
that they should be, but suddenly it seems strange to think of 
Markus having parents. The bigger Markus’ world grows and 
with it the number of people surrounding him, the more 
excited and intrigued I feel. It means I have actually got a new 
set of grandparents, and a whole new German family I didn’t 
know existed. 


“To someone who's been used to having a family consisting 
of only a mother and one grandmother, this is all amazing, 
Markus.’ 


‘Aah, grandmothers, he says. His died when he was eight or 
nine. She used to make wonderful apple strudel that was as 
sweet as she was. He cried a lot when she died; he missed her 
and the smell of her kitchen, cinnamon, spice and all things 
nice. 


‘Markus, can I ask you something?’ 
“You can ask me anything you like. 


‘Was your father a Nazi in the Second World War? I mean, I 
suppose everybody had to be, didn’t they? Because of Hitler?” 


He clicks his tongue and shakes his head. 


‘Oh no, you’re wrong there. Not everybody agreed with 
Hitler’s policies. My father certainly didn’t. Quite a few people 
actually managed to rebel against the Fibrer -that’s German for 
Leader and what Hitler was known as. Now, my dad, in his late 
teens in Hamburg, belonged to a sort of rebel youth movement 
called the Swing Jungend, the Swing Kids. They hated everything 
Hitler’s Nazi party stood for and spent most of their time 
playing and dancing to swing and jazz. The music itself was a 
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sort of rebellious gesture because Hitler and his buddies hated 
jazz. So, the Swing Kids were persecuted and got into no end 
of trouble. Some of them did time in work camps. My father 
was one of these unfortunate beings. But I’m rather glad he 
was because it means he stood up for his principles.’ 


‘I suppose he was lucky to survive then. And is that where 
you got yout love of jazz from?’ 


“It could be.” 


Talking to Markus is like reading a really interesting book 
you can’t put down. Each new page you turn contains 
something more fascinating than the one before. Listening to 
him talk about his father's war, the man with the stupid little 
moustache, the rebel youth movements is so enthralling I feel 
like a plant absorbing sunlight and growing bigger and stronger. 


He tells me about The Edelweiss Pirates. They were also 
anti-Hitler rebels but they used more aggressive methods than 
the Swing Kids, whose main weapon was music. The Pirates 
used to go around beating up members of the Hitler Youth, 
who were big-time Nazi supporters. This is all fascinating 
information and I can’t wait to tell Francina about it. If we 
learnt about stuff like this at school, history lessons would be 
mote bearable. 


“They no doubt deserved to get beaten up, the Hitler Youth, 
Markus is saying, ‘because they were bullies themselves. But I’m 
not one to support violence in any form. Nothing worse than 
a bully. Do you have bullies at your school?’ 


‘Not really. Though there was a time when two or three of 
the older kids used to pick on a boy who had a learning 
disability. And then there was a girl who had a speech 
impediment because of a cleft palate. The same trio used to 
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make fun of her, too. They got suspended, anyway. And then 
their parents moved them to another school.’ 


“The bullies or the victims?” 
“The bullies,’ 


A sudden memory floats into my mind and makes me 
uncomfortable. Pd forgotten about the boy called Jordi, with 
the funny twisted legs and a total lack of balance. We were cight 
years old and though we didn't exactly reject this child because 
he couldn't run and play with us, we didn't do much to include 
him either. My confession to Markus makes me sad but it also 
makes me feel lighter and better. 


“One day we wete playing with a ball and Jordi couldn't catch 
it to save his life. Some of the boys were taunting him and 
calling him names, and one threw a handful of gravel at him 
and he fell over. And everybody laughed, because they’d 
knocked him over with a handful of gravel. But he’d just lost 
his balance. He always did. And I just stood there looking and 
feeling sorry for him but not doing anything. I knew it was all 
wrong but I didn’t do anything to make it right. It was Francina 
who went and helped him up. I was mean, wasn’t IP And cruel?’ 


‘Not really, not if you saw it as wrong, Feeble maybe, but not 
exactly cruel. I imagine you were just afraid to go against the 
flow. People need to stop being sheep and start acting as 
individuals when the moment requires it. You have to learn to 
stand up for what is right, Gudrun.’ 


I know Markus always stands up for what is right and he 
can’t even stand. To change the topic I ask him about his school 
days and if he was a good student. Average, he says. Like me, I 
say. No, he says, he bets I’m above average. 


‘Well, only in the subjects I like best. Language and natural 
science. I’m lousy at maths.’ 
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‘What do you want to be? 


‘A journalist, or a writer. And not just because of you, it’s 
what I’ve always wanted. It’s a coincidence, isn’t it?” 


“You could say that. Now tell me about this Francina. Is she 
your best friend?’ 


So I tell him all about Francina, with her intellectual glasses, 
her grown-out fringe, her wit and wisdom and her future braces. 
Yes, she’s been my best friend since the days of skipping, hoola- 
hoops and spinning tops in the playground. Markus asks about 
boys and if there's anyone I especially like. The answer to that 
is easy. No. Though thinking back I remember being happily in 
love with a boy called Pol, or was it Pau? We were ten years old 
and almost inseparable. Until I started to grow faster than him. 


T didn’t like him anymore then because he was shorter than me. 

When Markus has stopped laughing I ask him to say 
something to me in German. 

‘What do you want me to say?” 

‘Oh, anything you like. I won’t understand it anyway!’ 

He thinks for a moment and then he says: ‘Ich liebe dich. Do 
you understand that?’ 

‘Not really. 


Somewhere at the back of my mind a memory bell is ringing, 
An image comes into my head of me as a very small child being 
held in very big arms, a face against mine. And feeling what 
must have been teats running from the big face onto my nose. 
How strange that I would remember that now. Markus reaches 
out and strokes my cheek with his fingertips. 


‘Du bist meine Tochter und ich liebe dich, Gúdrun. Tochter is 
“daughter” and ¿ch liebe means ‘I love’? 


There's a look in his eyes that I think 1 understand. I cling 
to that sudden baby memory I didn’t even know I had. 
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stand as close to the field as is physically possible, cheering 

Markus on as he whizzes round the track at break-neck 
speed. I’m so close that I can hear the whir of the wheels as 
they zip by with a 222222222%2%22%2% taking him over the 
finishing line in second place. Once again I have the satisfaction 
of seeing him on the podium receiving a medal, this time silver. 
All he needs now is a bronze to complete the collection. 

Silvia joins us for a salad and tapas supper on an open air 
terrace after she leaves work. She’s been sale shopping in her 
lunch break and bought a summer dress which she lifts half 
out of the bag to show us on request. It’s turquoise with orange 
and red flowers. 

‘I love the colours, Sílvia, Markus says. 

‘Do your’ she says. 

“Yes, I do. They're really bright and cheerful. It’s sort of 


Mexican painting, isn’t it? You'll attract all the butterflies in that 
dress!’ 


Silvia laughs and pushes the dress back into the bag. You can 
see she’s pleased that he likes it. I like it too but to be honest 
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Pm a little surprised. Silvia has never worn colours like these as 
far as I can remember. She usually goes for pastels, cream or 
beige, white or black or brown. I wonder if she feels colourful 
inside. 

After the presentation of the new dress the two of them get 
into intellectual talk. It’s politics again, and the fall of the Berlin 
Wall. I remember that happening, I think I was ten at the time. 
We watched it on the news and all these people were sort of 
chipping away at the wall and then climbing over from East 
Germany into West Germany and being greeted by people on 
the other side. 


I enjoy listening to the conversations the two of them have, 
joining in sometimes or just seeing the way Silvia talks 
expressively and eagerly, as if she’s been waiting years for this. 
She has a look on her face I haven’t seen too often. If ever. Still, 
Pm rather pleased when Markus turns the conversation back 
to simple things and asks how Grandma is getting on with her 
travels. 


‘Have you heard from her, Silvia?’ he says. 


‘No, not yet, but I didn’t really expect to. She’s always so 
exhausted when they get to the hostel or wherever that she just 
has a meal and then collapses into bed. She’ll no doubt call later 
this week, when she can find a phone.’ 


‘And the energy!’ says Markus. ‘I think she’s amazing, really. 
It must be nice to do the Way of St. James. Pve heard you can 
only do it on foot, or on horse. I wonder if they allow 
wheelchairs too?” 


It’s a matter-of-fact question and he’s smiling when he asks 
it, though I can’t help wondering at the look the two of them 
exchange. Had they planned to walk to Santiago and collect 
their shell before I was born? Before Markus had the accident? 
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You can do it by bike, I say in a hurry, ‘so why shouldn’t 
they allow chariots too? And Grandma doesn’t stay in hostels 
with the other pilgrims any more. She did at first but now she 
and her friends make sure they find a better sort of place with 
small, quiet rooms. She said it wasn’t very nice, sleeping in a 
bunk in a dormitory with tons of strange men and listening to 
them snoring and making rude noises all night long’ 


Markus laughs out loud and swats a mosquito on his arm. 
They’ve been driving us mad the whole evening, buzzing round 
out ears and nipping at our flesh. 


‘Ewww! I can’t say I blame her then!’ 
Silvia laughs too and sips her wine. 


I would have liked Francina to come with me to see Markus 
in the TW3 200 metre race, but she had an appointment at the 
dentist’s again. I know, you go in at five and come out at seven, 
Pd said, and Francina had replied with a homemade lighter 
version (I think the exact name is euphemism) of a popular sweat 
word that really made me giggle. 


On the phone we’d laughed at the irony because after all 
she’d said about how we had to go to the Games and show the 
Paralympic athletes support, I’m the one who’s been there every 
day and seen all sorts of events. And Francina hasn’t seen 
anything yet. She promised to try to make it on Friday, and she 
was, she really was, dying to meet this man called Markus Rilz. 
‘Your father, Gudrun, your father! It’s amazing!’ Yes, it is 
amazing but I don’t think even my best friend has any idea of 
just how amazing all this really is. 


Francina’s used to having a father around. It’s no big deal 
doing things with him. In fact sometimes she can’t wait to get 
out of the house and away from him, in a normal teenage sort 
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of way. As for me, I can’t get enough of seeing Markus race or 
heating him talk or just being with him. 


His interruption in my life, a happy interruption, has 
changed the way I get up in the morning. The minute I wake 
up there’s a bubble of adrenalin bouncing in my stomach. My 
sleep patterns have gone berserk too. Meaning, it takes me 
hours to drop off because my mind is so full of images darting 
across my brain. Then I dream I’m running the marathon on 
stilts, or Markus is competing in the judo event for blind people, 
but he’s wearing huge clown glasses with eye balls attached to 
springs. 

Or he’s trying to swim in a swimming race, in his chair, and 
no matter how hard he tries to turn the wheels the chair keeps 
sinking further and further under the water. Or he’s sitting in a 
normal chair, staring up at the Calatrava Tower and saying to 
me, ‘Gudrun, I can’t find my wheels anywhere. You’ll have to 
tow me with a piece of string’ 


Then I wake up in a hot sweat and it’s three in the morning 
and it takes me another hour to go back to sleep. 


But, I still manage to get up in the morning full of energy 
and raring to go. My main aim is to spend as much time as 
possible with him because we have just one week, plus an extra 
day or two, before he’s due to go back. And time seems to pass 
at the speed of light. I honestly think that these September days 
ate the happiest days of my life so far. 


When we aten't at the Games, Markus and I, we're doing the 
tourist routes in Barcelona. Parks, churches, architecture, eating 
ice creams, buying postcards we don’t send and taking photos 
of all the monuments, as if we’ve never seen them before. 
Sometimes we get on one of the new buses with the ramp 
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which drops down and provides access for a wheelchair; 
sometimes, for ease of movement around the city, we take one 
of the special taxis with special doors and extra space for a 
wheelchair to fit inside. And we talk and talk. 


One afternoon Edgar and Dieter join us and we take the bus 
up to Parc Gúell. It’s a lively outing and we seem to get a lot of 
stares wherever we go. Smiling stares, that is. We’re almost as 
rowdy as a group of school kids. Dieter says people are staring 
at me because I’m the only normal one in this crazy quartet. 
And because I’m still wearing Edgat’s cap at a funny angle, the 
way he put it on my head when we were sat on the bus. 


Markus is playing an imaginary saxophone and making the 
music with his voice. Dubbidoooo - da - dibbydibby - doodooo. 
Edgar's on the drums, tapping the air up and down and all 
around him with his little arms and singing drum sounds in 
rhythm with Markus’ saxophone. Cha-cha - ptcha-picha - dicha- 
dtcha-tchaa. Since Dieter is pushing the wheelchair he can only 
sing, a wordless jazzy melody which is somewhere between the 
du-du-bydoos and ptcha-ptchas. Vm laughing so much I can hardly 
walk. 


In the park, as we’re looking over the ceramic seat that 
undulates round the top terrace, taking in the view of the fairy- 
tale roof tops below and the port in the distance, we get into 
conversation with the Japanese tourists we followed in. They 
wete photographing everything they set eyes on, even the 
pigeons. The ceramic lizard on the steps, the asymmetric pillars, 
the view over Barcelona, the palm trees. They especially seem 
to like the palm trees. So we chat with them, English as the 
common language. Dieter and Edgar speak some English but 
Markus is, I realise, what the experts call a real polyglot, which 
basically means he can hold a perfect conversation in more than 


two languages. I can’t help telling the Japanese people that all 
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three of these men are gold medallists, Paralympic champions. 
Then they want pictures taken with them, to show their families 
when they get back to Tokyo. We end up exchanging Japanese, 
German and Spanish coins. Neither Markus nor I, nor Dieter 
and Edgar, collects coins but we all agree that maybe we can 
start to now. 


Markus does collect stamps though, but he hasn’t got them 
in any sort of order. Yet. He keeps them in envelopes and is 
always telling himself that one day he’ll buy an album and get 
the stamps put in. But that day never comes. I say I collect small 
boxes. Dieter doesn’t collect anything. Edgar says he collects 
medals! 


I think: Perhaps I will buy Markus a stamp album for his 
stamps. 


‘I suppose you could say I also collect books. Mum says I 
should use the library since I get through so many. 


‘The problem with libraries, says Markus, ‘is you have to give 
the books back. Which is a shame if you particularly like one. 
I like to keep the ones I like, to read again.’ 


Markus’ favourite book is The Lord of the Rings. He asks me 
if I’ve heard of it. Heard of it? Pve read it twice! He's read it 
four times, but then he’s older than me. Each time he reads it 
he notices something he hadn’t noticed before. We're at the zoo 
now, eating our picnic of omelette sandwiches, not on the grass 
this time but at one of the wooden picnic tables provided for 
this purpose. Right next to the lions. 


We're on our own today because Edgar is training for his 
match on Friday and Dieter's at the beach. Trying to get a 
suntan. It was Markus’ idea to come to the zoo because he 
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wanted to see old Snowflake, the famous albino gorilla. Not 
that either of us actually likes zoos because they make us rather 
sad. The polar bear swinging his head from side to side, going 
slightly mad in the heat he shouldn’t have to put up with; the 
wolves howling so mournfully it breaks your heart; the lions, 
dozing in the shade because there’s not much else for them to 
do. Occasionally you can hear them quietly growling as they 
sleep and dream. In their dreams they must be stalking 
wildebeest or galloping over an African plain in hot pursuit of 
a zebra or something equally tasty to a lion. 


‘I know it sounds a bit like asking if you believe in fairies, 
but, do you think there are such things as hobbits or elves living 
in the woods, Markus?” 


I expect him to laugh at me but he’s quite serious when he 
says: ‘Who knows? I’ve never seen any but maybe I haven’t 
looked hard enough. There are lots of things that aren’t visible 
to the naked eye but still exist.” 


‘I always look for them when Pm walking in the woods. I 
mean, maybe they are there but we can’t see them.’ 


‘Precisely. Just as we need a microscope to see the invisible 
tiny things, or a telescope to see the stars, perhaps we need 
some sort of inner equipment, like a special sensitivity, to see 
hobbits and elves. They may be there but on another plane of 
existence, 


I’m considering this, thinking how awesome it will be to tell 
Francina about this conversation when Markus suddenly bursts 
out laughing and for a second I think he was just having me on. 
No, he meant every word he said but all at once an image 
flashed into his mind of hobbits and elves sitting on a plane, 
seat-belts fastened, trays pulled out, being served typical plane 
dinners by a smiling air hostess in a navy blue uniform. It’s a 
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very funny image and we spend the next few minutes conjuring 
up hobbit passports and hobbit suitcases and seeing them all 
trotting through customs under the surprised stares of the 
customs officials. 


It’s after we’ve worn out all the funny possibilities and have 
laughed so much my stomach aches that I decide the time is 
right to bring up serious matters. Him and Silvia. It’s been on 
my mind for days but Pve been delaying it. I had to make 
absolutely sure I felt confident enough to ask him the questions 
I need to ask. 


‘Markus, we’ve talked about me and you, what we do and 
what we like, but there’s something we haven’t really talked 
about yet... you and Mum. You always say, and she does too, 
that these are grown-up things that 1 wouldn't understand but 
Pm not exactly a small child and Pd like to see if I can 
understand. Can I ask you things?” 


“Of course you can. 
‘It won't upset you? Or make you feel pain?’ 


‘Probably, but Pm strong, you saw that the other day in the 
crash! 


‘It’s not the same.’ 
‘Gudrun, ask me anything you want. Go on, fire away.’ 


I brush the crumbs off the knees of my jeans, giving myself 
time to formulate the first question. 


‘Why did you go back to Germany when I was a baby? Was 
it because Mum didn't want you anymore because you were in 
a wheelchair?’ 


A look of horror comes over his face like a big black cloud 
ovet the sun. 
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“No! No, I don't want you to think that was the reason. She 
didn’t know how to deal with me, it’s true; she was in a state of 
shock, and not just because of the accident. 1 was impossible 
to live with then; I wouldn't see anyone, I didn’t want anyone 
near me. I wouldn't be helped. I was unbearable. 


‘T didn’t want her to suffer, and she was suffering, so I 
decided it would be better for us to separate. I couldn't bear the 
thought of secing her tied to a miserable, angry man who could 
only be a nuisance and a problem for her. She cried so much, 
Gúdrun. I hated myself, because of the pain I was causing her. 
But I needed to be alone, or at least away from her to get used 
to my disability by myself, to come to terms with it, 


‘And don’t you think it would have been a better idea to have 
stayed with her to get used to it together?’ 


Now Markus’ face shows surprise, then tenderness all at 
once, and I ache inside for both him and my mother. 


“You sound so mature, Gudrun. And maybe you're right. I 
have to admit you could be right, now that Pm looking 
backwards. Maybe it was selfish of me, who knows.’ 


‘But why didn’t you keep in touch? Why did you disappear? 
Why didn’t you want to know me?’ 


‘I did keep in touch with your Mum in the beginning, I used 
to write to her and ask after you, and she’d send me pictures of 
you. But even though I’ve kept the two of you in my thoughts 
all these years, I didn’t want you to see me in the deplorable 
state I was in. I was just a heap of miserable, embittered 
humanity. I was always angry and often in tears. Pathetic. I 
begged her to keep my physical condition a secret from you. I 
thought if I couldn’t be a normal father to you I was of no use 
at all -that’s the way I thought then- and in order to be useful 
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to you I had to be cured. Since there was no cute for me I 
wanted to go back to being as I was before the accident, and 
that was really asking for the moon in a basket. Impossible. 


You didn’t trust us at all. You didn’t give us a chance, neither 
Silvia nor me. You’re not perfect after all. I thought you were 
perfect and that’s why I wanted to put the blame on Mum so 
you could be the perfect one.’ 


‘No. Pm not perfect, nobody is. Still, Pm sorry if I’ve 
dropped in your esteem. Listen, Gudrun. You’ve got to 
understand; Silvia was still very young. I wanted to give her the 
freedom to find another man and start again. I didn’t want her 
to spend the rest of her life chained to me, a worthless lump 
of flesh’ 


‘Don’t say that!’ 


‘It’s what I felt; it’s how I saw myself. Anyway, I gather she 
never did find herself another man, another father for you, did 
she? I can’t think why.’ 


‘No, she didn’t and maybe it’s because she still loved you. 
And she’s always been lonely. Even I understand that now. She 
still loves you, Markus. Pm sure she does. She's so happy when 
she’s with you. She’s changed since you turned up. She never 
tried to find anyone else and that’s why it’s always been just me 
and her, the two of us by ourselves, because you were missing, 
And you didn’t make an effort to come back to us!’ 


‘You're right, I didn’t. But I had my reasons. It’s been hard 
to get where I am now. I hit the bottom of the abyss back then, 
there was nothing but darkness. Like I told you the day we met, 
there were times when I just wanted to die. No, Pm not perfect 
by any means and PI tell you why. Do you want to hear the full 
story of the path I’ve been on since the accident, or would you 
rather just have an ice cream and then go see the elephants?” 
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I’m feeling sad and confused but this brings a smile to my 
face; yes, it would be nice to just go and see the elephants; it 
would be nice if that’s all there was to interest me this 
afternoon; if things could be as simple as ice cream and I could 
carry on being nearly fourteen-year-old Gudrun in a school 
uniform. Somehow I miss my uniform because right now it 
represents what is normal and comfortable for me. It would also 
be wonderful if we could walk together like other fathers and 
daughters do, eating peanuts and sunflower seeds and dropping 
the shells all over and remembering not to feed the monkeys, 
because however tempting that always is it isn’t allowed. 


My old fantasy comes into my mind, only this time the 
spaceship lands in the middle of the zoo and the purple aliens 
have tay guns that spray out magic beams which make people 
like Markus stand up and kick away their wheelchairs. Like a 
magic miracle. But that isn’t going to happen, ever, and I know 
the next step is to listen to whatever he has to confess. I might 
not like it, but if I want to know him well I have to get the picture 
clear. The whole picture, background as well as foreground. 


‘I saw a documentary about elephants once,’ I say, not exactly 
changing the subject but spinning out the time. “This baby 
orphan elephant had hurt his leg and then he got stuck in the 
mud and the grown-up elephants wouldn’t leave him till they’d 
managed to pull him free, with their trunks. It took a long time 
but they stood by him and helped him. They didn’t give up on 
him. 

Markus smiles, as if he guesses what 1 mean and why Pve 
connected this with him. 


“You mean, you would have liked to help me out of the mud 
back then and whatever I say now will never make you leave 
me to struggle?’ 
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‘Something like that.’ 


‘OK, so... when I was in the mud I started to drink, a lot, 
and take pills, meaning drugs, uppers and downers and all sorts 
of other stuff. I made myself into more of a wreck than I 
already was. And, I tried to kill myself, twice. My friend Pep was 
the one who saved me -and God knows how I managed to keep 
any friends- remember Pep? The one who plays in the jazz band 
with me? I lived with him for a time before my sister put her 
foot down and ordered me to move in with her. Pep was a good 
friend. He gave me the thrashing I needed, verbal and physical.’ 


“You mean he hit your’ 


‘Oh Gudrun, one good hard slap across the face was nothing 
compared to what I was doing to myself. Anyway, he sorted me 
out and then he persuaded me to get into sport. He pushed me 
hard and made me do it. He wouldn't take no for an answer. 
Wow, he was the devil with an angel heart. Because you see, 
once I got into racing in my chariot it became a reason to live. 


‘I started to think more about training and getting stronger 
than I did about my pathetic physical state. Then the 
competitions started and I found myself winning. I actually 
started to like myself better. My health got better too, physical 
and mental. Then once I knew I could win medals, break 
records, be a world champion in something, I started to think 
maybe it was time for you to know me and see me. Of course 
there were two possibilities. Either you'd accept me because I 
wasn't useless or you'd reject me anyway for suddenly turning 
up as a disabled father who would never be able to dance with 
you in the traditional way or run on a beach flying kites, in a 
two-legged way. I have to admit I was scared that first day, 
waiting for a look of disgust, hoping for approval, and oh, 
Gudrun, you were all smiles. You made it so easy for me? 
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‘Well, I don’t know about that, I was scared too. I didn’t 
know how Pd be able to face you. But, you do realise, don’t you, 
that when we were walking in the city centre that day, I had no 
idea you were a world champion capable of winning gold 
medals? I didn’t give it a thought and I already loved you in your 
chair before it became a chariot, before the medals.’ 


‘Hearing you say that makes me supremely happy. 


Tm happy too, happy you came back, happy you're here. 
But, I still wish you could walk... it’s not fair. Don’t you ever 
have moments of despair yourself, when you wish you could 
walk again?’ 

‘I used to, a few years back. Racing helped me get rid of the 
bitterness and the desperation. And now in these Games Pve 
won much more than medals. Now I have you and you accept 
me. I’ve raced on the same track as Linford Christie and Carl 
Lewis, I’ve broken records, heard thousands of people cheering 
me and applauding me as a real athlete, and that, along with the 
fact that now you know me and want to be with me, all that is 
my greatest happiness. I can’t ask for anymore. 


‘Maybe you'll find it strange but to be honest I really don’t 
feel any sort of obsession about wishing I could walk. I don’t 
actually hate my wheelchair and I certainly love my racing 
chariot; it defines me. I’d never enjoyed anything as much as I 
have here, racing in it. I’m a very happy man. Maybe when it’s 
all over Pll miss the cheers and applause, but I’ll always have 
the memory of these Games and the promise of a future with 
you in it. Everything will be different and better from now on, 
don’t you think?’ 

Pd said I was happy, but now all of a sudden I feel desolate. 
He’s mentioned the end of the Games and that for me represents 
not only an unhappy ending but the start of something unknown. 
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The future isn’t very clear at all. I like to think Pl! be sharing it 
with him but I can’t see exactly how that will be possible. I want 
to ask him if he’ll stay here after the Games, or if he’ll take me 
with him back to Germany. But what about Silvia? I want to ask 
him what will happen when the marathon is over, when the flame 
goes out. 


But I can’t bring myself to ask him these questions because 
the answer might not be the one I want to hear. 


I turn to look at the lions in silence. Markus says: 


‘Now shall we go get that ice cream?” 
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tiday, September 11th, is the National Day of Catalonia and 

therefore a bank holiday. It commemorates the 1714 siege 
of Barcelona which ended up with Philip V winning everything 
and Catalonia losing its independence. I think there’s more to 
it than that but Pm not much of a historian. The main thing is 
it was a defeat and Francina always says that you’ve got to hand 
it to us Catalans. How many people actually celebrate a defeat? 
Whatever, celebrations like this always mean a holiday and I 
think it’s a pity it falls just before we go back to school, because 
what's the point of a day off when you're already on holiday? 
Still, at least my mother gets the benefit of it. 


So, she and 1 have breakfast together for once. Then Pm in 
a whirl, getting ready to go to the stadium and we crash in the 
bathroom. 


‘Why all the hurry?’ she says, wiping a hole in the steam on 
the mirror with her hand. ‘Aren’t you waiting for me?” 


I stare at her in surprise. ‘Are you coming with me?’ 


‘If you want me? 
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‘Of course I do! That’s brilliant! I hadn’t mentioned it 
because I didn’t think you wanted to come? 


‘Oh, I think it’s time I did, don’t you?” 
‘Great! Perfect! Are we going in the car?’ 


‘How were you going? On the underground? So let’s take 
the underground.’ 


We leave the house together and take the train just like I did 
only six days ago, though it seems like years. Pm walking on 
sunlight, I seem to bounce along, as if my sneakers have springs 
in the soles. I’m wearing my peach-coloured shorts and a white 
top, and Silvia is dressed almost the same. We look like sisters 
and when I tell her this she laughs. She hasn’t brushed out the 
curls today and her hair is still a little damp from the shower. 
Because of this cool, casual look she seems to be totally relaxed 
and almost as happy as me. As we're going up the first lot of 
escalators at Montjuic amongst the usual enormous crowd of 
people heading the same way, I lose control of my private 
thoughts and ask her if it’s possible for two people who are 
separated to get back together again. She gives me a frown and 
then a smile. 


‘What ate you thinking, Gudrun? Don’t start imagining and 
planning. Of course it’s possible but let’s not rush things, all 
right?’ 

No, of course I haven’t been planning anything, or 
imagining! Nothing at all, nothing like, for example, seeing 
Markus back with her, back with us, living with us, only about 
ten times a day and ten times a night in my dreams, when 
Markus is doing my music homework for me and Pm making 


him candles and apple cakes and showing him my stories. But 
I don’t tell her this. 
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‘I just wanted to know... anything is possible! Anything at all!’ 


Another question pops into my mind and since I’m feeling 
confident and she’s here with me finally going to see the 
Paralympic Games, I think it’s a good time to ask her. The 
details of Markus’ accident and what happened exactly. Was he 
driving too fast? She tells me he wasn’t but the driver of the 
other car was. And it was raining. The fast car skidded and 
crashed into Markus’ car and both ended up off the road in a 
field. The other man died instantly and Markus... well, we both 
know what happened to him. 


It’s a sad story but I needed to add it to my collection of 
stories about Markus. To complete the picture. As he would 
probably say, the total sadness of some sad stories is all relative. 
Because in spite of everything he was luckier than the other 
man, who maybe had a daughter too. 


Yes, Pm lucky because there is Markus now, waiting under 
the Olympic cauldron, smiling and waving to us. I run to meet 
him and he grabs me and pulls me onto his lap so we can hug 
as if we haven’t seen each other for ages. 


‘Silvia, you came,’ says Markus. 
“Yes, I did. Here I am,’ says Silvia. 


Once we're inside two volunteers in green tracksuits help 
him down the steps into the stadium and we find some seats as 
close as possible to the tracks. Markus sits in his chair at the 
end of the row and generously I let Sílvia sit between him and 
me. I even let them talk together without interrupting them. As 
Markus explains to her the order of events for the day, how 
women athletes with amputated legs will throw the discus from 
a special seat fixed firmly so it doesn’t move, Silvia fans herself 
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with a Chinese restaurant flyer she had in her bag, because it 
really is as hot as a summer's day. I look around me and watch 
the people filing in with their flags and placards. 


In front of us a family arrives with a group of nuns in full 
white habits, long sleeves and all. I overhear one of the nuns 
say: ‘Oh, we’re going to get a lovely suntan in this sunshine!’ 
She gigeles and looks as happy as a child with a ticket for the 
Moscow Circus. I laugh to myself because I honestly can’t see 
where the suntan will be unless it’s on the tip of their noses. I 
jot this detail down in my head for later. 


Further down our row there's a plump little girl with her dad. 
The girl is eating a fluorescent green lollipop which is dripping 
green slime down her chubby little hands. On the seat beside 
her she has a treasure trove of goodies. A packet of crisps, a 
packet of Cheetos and a can of drink. When she’s finished the 
lollipop she slings the stick over the heads of the people in front 
and starts on the crisps and the Cheetos at the same time. The 
Cheetos make her fingers orange. 


Watching her devour the snacks down to the last crumb, 
seeing her licking out the empty packets and picking up the bits 
that have fallen onto her knees, as if she’s starving and her 
stomach has forgotten about breakfast, I decide I don’t like this 
child very much. Then she slurps down the can of drink, and 
burps, loudly. I can’t help wondering what her father thinks of 
her. Maybe he doesn’t think anything. Maybe he doesn’t mind 
her not sharing her private party food with him. Pm not 
surprised she’s tubby. However, when she jumps up and down 
cheering on the tetraplegic athletes in their racing chariots with 
as much enthusiasm as me, I change my mind about her a little. 


The morning passes. Silvia says she’s enjoying the events 
more than she would have imagined. In fact she’s intrigued. 
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When we hear the bell telling the spectators to be silent while 
the blind runners race towards their guides who stand calling 
and clapping their hands at the winning line, she sits on the 
edge of her seat and then joins in the explosion of cheers and 
applause with such delight that I’m glad she finally made it to 
the Games. 


You see what we told you, Mum? How exciting it all is? Isn't 
it amazing the way they can overcome all the physical barriers?’ 


She nods her head at me, her mouth held in a tight smile 
because she’s trying not to cry. I know the feeling. 


Eventually Markus says it’s time to head off to the Palau Sant 
Jordi if we want to see Edgar’s table tennis match. In all the 
excitement of the morning and having Silvia here with us Pd 
almost forgotten about Edgar's final. Pm dying to see him play 
and to finally find out how he holds the bat. 


There’s a long queue outside the Palau and for a moment I 
think we might not be able to get seats. After a moment of 
horrified panic, because I really don’t want to miss Edgat’s 
match, I realise they're only checking bags before the people go 
inside. A security measure, Markus calls it. In fact there is plenty 
of seating for everyone. We pick seats on the front row, near 
to the tables, and then I spot Dieter also on the front row but 
quite a long way from us down to the left. The girl athletes who 
are with him nudge him and tell him someone is waving at him. 
He turns and raises his hand to greet us, guessing who we are 
rather than actually seeing us. When Edgar emerges Markus 
and I call out to him. He waves to us and grins from ear to eat. 


‘He’s happy to see you here, I bet, says Markus. 


‘I wouldn't have missed it for the world, I say. Silvia stares 
at Edgar and asks Markus the same question I so badly wanted 
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to ask Edgar that first afternoon. How does he hold the bat? 
And then we see how: the bat is attached to his mini arm with 
a sort of iron contraption. It looks a little weird but while Silvia 
goes ‘wow, incredible’, I sort of find it normal. After all the 
amazing things I’ve seen recently I tell myself nothing much 
can surprise me now. Of course I’m wrong. There is no way 
even I can hide my surprise at seeing Edgar’s legs in the shorts 
he's wearing today instead of a tracksuit. Now I discover that 
apart from having no hands, Edgar only has one authentic leg, 
The other is made of plastic and iron. A gasp slips out of my 
throat and before I can stop myself I'm covering my mouth 
with my hand. 


‘What’s the matter? Didn’t you know?’ asks Markus, reading 
my mind and also the look on my face. 


“Of course I didn’t know. He didn’t tell me. 


‘Naturally. People like Edgar don’t go around saying to 
everyone they meet, ‘oh by the way, I’ve only got one leg’. He’s 
used to it. Now watch him play.’ 


As Dieter had said, Edgar is a brilliant table tennis player. 
He returns the ball with such extraordinary speed that his rival, 
a Dane with slight cerebral palsy, finds it hard work fighting 
against such fast serves. The Dane takes it all in his stride and 
even makes a joke of it. Since he can’t always return Edgat’s 
rapid shots by hitting the ball with his bat, he makes a show of 
aiming for it with his head, and causes a stir of amusement 
among the spectators. Everyone’s laughing, including Silvia. 
This is when you understand the meaning of laughing with not 
laughing az. 

What doesn’t come as a surprise to us is that Edgar wins the 
gold. We are so close to the court that when the medal 
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ceremony starts we can see not only all the medals spread out 
on a tray on a table but also the bouquets of dried flowers the 
players receive as part of the prize. The flowers are funny, really. 
To me they look just like cauliflowers. Edgar pats the gold 
medal on his chest and waves his bouquet at us so proudly that 
I suddenly see the beauty of cauliflowers. Then he waves 
goodbye, patting not the medal this time but his stomach. 


‘Lunchtime!’ says Markus. ‘Anyone as hungry as I am?’ 


Suddenly I’m starving. I could eat half a dozen packets of 
crisps or Cheetos. I wonder what the tubby girl is eating now. 


We stop and chat for a minute or two with Dieter and when 
he departs with his friends in search of Edgar, the three of us 
head off to the restaurant near the funicular, discussing what we 
want to eat. Macaroni is suggested, or spaghetti. Fried chicken 
too, or bread-crumbed veal fillets or pork booklets filled with 
cream cheese. Silvia is in a light-hearted mood and says that 
whatever she has, she hopes it comes with lots of big, fat, 
fattening chips. 


Markus says he could eat a horse; I say that’s not fair to 
horses. Silvia says Markus is being figurative, or something. He 
laughs and says anything will do as long as he can have a huge 
Mediterranean salad with it because there’s nothing like a 
Spanish tomato and a Spanish onion when they're mixed among 
the lettuce leaves, and he loves the way they cut them up and 
leave them in giant pieces that don’t fit in your mouth. Olives 
too, he wants plenty of olives. And there has to be a cold, 
caramelised Catalan custard to follow. If not, he’s going straight 
home. I’m salivating by now but we're laughing and fooling 
around so much I wouldn’t care if all we had was a hunk of 
bread and a wedge of cheese. 
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What we have in the end is black rice with tons of lemon 
juice squeezed over it, and Markus gets his salad and the Catalan 
custard, though Sílvia and I are too full after the rice for 
pudding so Markus orders one dish and three spoons so we can 
share. 


Sharing Markus’ dessert with a small spoon, the three of us. 
It’s a one-in-a-million special moment Pve never had before 
and one Pll never forget. There is hardly room inside me for 
food anyway because I’m so full of good feelings. 


After dinner we emerge back out into the sun and moan in 
chorus about the heat. Markus puffs and says we should stay 
inside where the air conditioning is. Sílvia agrees, turns, then 
pretends she's going back into the restaurant. 


‘No way!’ I say. “Spoilsports! This is nothing to what it was 
like in July so stop complaining! And, we have more events to 
watch so let's get going,’ 


‘Hang on a bit, hold your horses.’ 


‘Markus, you seem to be in an equestrian mood today, my 
mother laughs. 


‘I mean there’s no rush, we still have an hour or so to spare 
before the afternoon session starts, he says, stopping to look 
at the pool across the road where the Olympic diving 
competitions were held. “You know, when I was watching the 
competitions in there on the T'V, I always thought it looked as 
if the athletes were diving right into the city. Come on, girls, we 
have time to go for a nice little walk through the gardens, 
because if we don’t do that I shall fall asleep’ 


So, walk we do, admiring the views over Barcelona which 
Markus says ate stunning. You can see the differently-shaped 
spites of the cathedral, Santa Maria and the Sagrada Familia off 


166 


Bev Allan 


in the distance, each church looking like small buildings in a 
child’s construction kit. I’ve seen all this before but today it 
looks different somehow, more beautiful, more mine, more 
remarkable. Perhaps because the day is remarkable. 


As they move along at an easy pace I turn into a kid again, 
running on ahead, skipping back and forth, stopping to pick a 
flower or two to give them as they chat. Walking backwards I 
watch them with their flowers. Silvia is holding hers to her nose 
and then she strokes it against her cheek. Markus has tucked 
his into the neck of his T-shirt. A faint wave of sadness rushes 
through me because we have never done any of this before. I 
feel cheated out of all the years when he should have been with 
us, walking through gardens, eating black rice, sharing laughter 
and desserts. I want to trap this moment in time and hold it 
there, static and unchangeable forever. The only way to do that 
is by photographing it so, pushing aside the nostalgia and 
replacing it with a massive dose of optimism, I remind Silvia 
she has a camera in her bag and tell her it is time to take some 
pictures. 


We take lots and lots of photographs. Me with Markus; Silvia 
with me; Markus with the view of the copper fish in the 
background; me next to an exotic plant; me and Silvia sitting 
beside a fountain spraying water into rainbows. Finally I take 
the camera and tell Markus to move in and sit beside Silvia. 
Through the lens I see their smiling faces and then, just as Pm 
about to click the button, he takes hold of her hand. My heart 
starts to race faster than any athlete in a 100-metre sprint. It 
almost hurts the way it patters in my chest, but it’s a good hurt, 
a nice hurt. That small gesture means something enormous and 
I interpret it in the only way I can and want to. Yes, they do still 
love each other and as soon as she asks him to stay with us, he 
will. The springs in my soles bounce again as I run over to a 
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gardener in a monkey suit to ask him to take a photo of the 
three of us together. 


As we make our way back to the stadium Silvia walks behind 
Markus, pushing the chair, and since he doesn’t protest or tell 
her not to, I read the hidden message. She is telling him she 
knows how to deal with him and he recognises this fact and is 
happy to accept it. They walk, but I’m hopping and practically 
dancing. Singing my heart out on the inside. The ground feels 
like a trampoline. 


That afternoon the stadium fills to overflow. News travels 
fast by word of mouth and before long people are telling people 
that all the entrances to the Olympic Park have been closed 
because there is no room left for any more spectators. All the 
seats in the stadium are taken and the aisles are packed too. The 
air around us seems to throb with heat and sound. Flags wave, 
arms go up and down, balloons escape from the hands of 
children and sail up towards the sky like disorientated, lazy 
pigeons. A man hops on one leg and throws himself up and 
over the high jump bar, his body curving and gliding through 
the air like a supple piece of ribbon. My mother laughs at the 
way he puts his orthopaedic leg back on after the jump, as if 
this is the most normal thing in the world. 


‘It’s just like us taking off a shoe and putting it back on, she 
says. 

‘No, it’s easier than that, says Markus. “He doesn’t have any 
laces to tie! 


Half way through the afternoon I hear someone calling my 
name loudly. I turn and see Francina seated a little way behind 
us with her parents and her brother, Xavi. We wave madly at 
each other. Then we’re up and pushing past the people seated 
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in the aisle, meeting somewhere in the middle. I drag her down 
the steps again and introduce her to Markus. Proudly, needless 
to say. Francina is finally wearing the dreaded braces on her 
teeth which means she has suddenly acquired a sort of speech 
impediment, sloppy and spluttery. 


‘Pleashed to meet you,’ she says, shaking Markus’ hand. ‘And 
congrashulashionsh for the medalsh, Gudrun shold me all 
aboush "em. 


‘Thank you. Mmm, nobody can have any secrets around 
here, I see!’ says Markus with a grin. Pve heard a lot about you, 
Francina? 


‘Really? Oh, I wonder whash Gúdrunsh been shaying about 
mer” 

“Nothing but good things, he says. Why don't you two go 
and get yourselves a drink or an ice cream? Here, it’s on me.’ 

He hands me a note and Francina and I weave our way up 
the steps to the corridors near the exit where the stalls are set 
up. As we eat our chocolate and nut Cornettos, Francina 
complaining when she gets bits of nut and wafer stuck in the 
wires on her teeth, we check out the souvenir stalls. I tell her 
what Markus told me about the Edelweiss Pirates and the Swing 
Kids. She says she’s never heard of them of course, but finds 
the whole thing really interesting, She’s going to check it up in 
her encyclopaedia when she gets home. I don’t know if they 
ever made it into encyclopaedias, I say. Francina says they must 
have because any movement that resisted Hitler and his Nazis 
is an important part of history and everybody ought to know 
about this. Because otherwise a lot of people tend to put all the 
Germans from those times into the same bag, Anyway, her dad 
has several encyclopaedias of about twelve volumes each so 
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she’s bound to find something about the Edelweiss Pirates and 
the Swing Kids. 


She’s just read a teenage novel by a German author which 
talks about what the German civilian population suffered in the 
War and not many people know about that. She promises to 
lend me the book and then she buys herself a Petra pin and a 
Petra key ring and also a cap for her brother. She’s really glad 
my new German grandfather wasn’t a Nazi, because imagine! 
He could have had SS tattooed on his bicep and that would not 
have been very cool, now would it? 


‘Ish alsho really amashing having a fasher whosh an 
important ashlete, Gudrun. Do you shink he’ll show me the 
medalsh if I ashk him nishely?’ 


“Course he will. You do sound funny with the braces on. 


‘Pffff... tell me aboush it! You're really having the tsime of 
your life wish him, aren’t you?” 

She tecalls how Pd reacted when Silvia first told me he was 
coming to dinner, how I’d said I didn’t really want to meet him 
and how mad I felt. I remember all that only too well but 
quickly point out that nothing was as I’d expected it to be. 


“Yeah, well, things are very different now. He's wonderful, 
Francina. I can’t get enough of being with him. 


‘Sho what will happen now? When the Gamsh ate over?’ 


‘T don’t even want to think about that. Don’t talk about it, it 
makes me sad.” 

‘Aww, she goes, in sympathy, standing there looking at me, 
slurping on the chocolate nut ice cream, picking the bits of 
wafer from the wites that make her mouth look almost vicious. 


In silence we go back to the top of the steps and survey the 
stadium. 
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‘What a shight, all theshe people. Who would have shought...’ 
‘Incredible...’ 


Well, we'd better go shit down, she says and we burst out 
laughing. Then we run down the steps as best we can, in and 
out of the crowds, back to our places in time to see the start 
of the relay race. 


The voice over the loudspeaker announces the names of the 
team from Hong Kong, Xang, Xing, Xong and Xung. The 
audience laughs at the way the presenter says the names, 
stressing the similarity between them. Funny oriental names, I 
think, remembering the amazing little Chinese gymnasts who 
were called Li Lu and Li Li and Bo Yang, and who seemed to 
have tiny bodies not made of flesh and bone but a special type 
of flexible rubber. 


‘I bet they think our names sound pretty weird too,’ says 
Silvia. 

‘Of course, it’s all relative, says Markus, as the starting pistol 
sounds. You know, I once knew a man called Mr Blood, and 
he was a butcher, of all things!’ 
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Only the marathon is left. 


The night before the last event I dream Markus and I are 
racing up a mountain side, both of us in wheelchairs. For some 
reason it’s an easy climb, as if the hillside is in fact a conveyor 
belt slowly moving along and helping us propel ourselves 
upwards. We’re singing too, in German. At least I know it’s 
meant to be German but the words we're both producing ate 
the kind of gibberish I used to invent when I was very small. 
Silvia would say to me, ‘What language is that?’ and I would say, 
‘Australian’. 


So, we get to the top of the mountain singing our made-up 
German-Australian song, but instead of stopping the wheels 
on our chairs continue turning as we drift over the edge and 
into the air. Then were flying against the sky and you can hear 
the whoosh as we dip and glide on air currents. It’s a great 
feeling, exciting, exhilarating, the wind blowing our hair 
backwards, the two of us laughing and shouting “wheeece! 
Even as we start to lose height and drop towards the ground I 
know we aren't going to crash. We land gracefully and gently 
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just as the spaceship from my favourite fantasy is landing. The 
purple aliens descend and greet us with distorted smiles. They're 
weating braces and they all have tiny arms, like Edgar’s. 


I wake up to the sound of Mozart coming from the living 
room. Immediately an idea for a story comes into my head, 
about my aliens who smell of peaches and have ray guns which 
create amazing holograms. I see a girl befriending the aliens and 
showing them how to play Mozart on a piano. It’s just an idea 
and Pll have to write something down as soon as possible 
before the inspiration leaves me. But first, breakfast. 


Silvia is playing the Queen of the Night’s aria and humming 
with it. She has opened all the windows wide and is having 
breakfast on the table on the balcony. All of this is very unusual. 
She hardly ever plays her records, and certainly not Mozart. 
Eating on the balcony is something we have never done; what 
would be normal would be to find her already having 
breakfasted and working in her study. Today she is here, in the 
morning sunlight, relaxing over orange juice, fresh croissants 
and coffee, doing nothing more than flicking through the 
morning paper to a background of Mozart. The whole scene 
is totally new and different and unexpected. And I love it. 


I join her at the table and help myself to orange juice and a 
crisp, crumbly croissant. 

‘Why don’t we do this more often? Eating on the balcony is 
fab. 


‘It’s too hot at midday and we don’t usually have time in the 
mornings. I suppose supper time would be a good time, in the 
holidays. 


‘Changes in routine are good.’ I split the croissant in two and 
load it with honey. 
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‘I thought you said you didn’t want changes?’ she says with 
a sly look on her face. 


“That was before Markus got here; now I’ve changed my 
mind about changes.’ 


I tell her about my dream and she listens in a sort of rapture. 
I also tell her about my spaceship with the friendly purple aliens, 
and about the story Pve just decided to write called Peaches and 
Holograms. The title came to me after the dream and it seems 
such a nice title it would be a shame to waste it. She says she 
hopes I finish it soon and then I could show it to Markus. I 
agree, though I also wonder when PI be able to show it to him, 
unless he stays, of course. 


You know his book that's coming out in the autumn? Maybe 
it’s silly but I really hope that the giant’s daughter looks like me? 


‘I have a feeling she will do? She sips her coffee tranquilly 
and then says: “You’ve talked to him, haven’t you, about what 
happened exactly, and why he went away?’ 


‘Oh yes, we’ve talked about everything. And more! I 
understand it now’ 


Tm glad you do. Markus explains things very well; he has a 
gift with words and expression. I’ve held things back from you 
for too long, so it was the right time for him to come and get 
it all in the open. And what a fantastic surprise he’s been, you 
know, being a world champion athlete. And by that I don’t mean 
that-it wouldn't have been so wonderful if he hadn’t been a 
champion.’ 


‘I know what you mean. Markus always says that what you 
see is what he is, and it’s absolutely true. It’s like ’ve known 
him for years. He fits in very well with us, Mum? 
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I wait for her to say the next thing, having given her the lead- 
in to what I want to hear. But she doesn’t say it. She just sits 
back in the wicker chair and fluffs out her unbrushed hair with 
both hands, smiling to herself, the sun in her eyes. 


I spend the rest of the morning writing up my diary and then 
I start on the story, but by the time Pve filled two sides of 
foolscap my hand is aching. I really need a typewriter or a 
computer of my own because writing by hand is slow, though 
first 1 would need to learn to type to be able to do it faster. And 
I wouldn't have time for typing classes as well as everything else. 
This frustrates me and I wish I hadn’t even started on the story. 
Maybe it isn’t such a great idea after all... maybe I could ask 
Markus to tell me how to go about it. But, since he’s leaving 
soon that isn’t going to be possible either. My frustration turns 
to annoyance and then sadness and back again to frustration. I 
sling down my pen, throw myself onto the bed and give in to 
the bad mood that’s taken hold of me. All I can do is lie there 
thinking about the past week, the start of school, the next few 
months, my unfinished story called Peaches and Holograms, my 
life as it will be without Markus in it. 


My grumpiness gets worse and when Sílvia calls me to dinner 
I take it out on her by protesting at the table being set inside 
and not on the balcony. She says it’s far too hot outside, as she 
already stated that morning, but I insist that if we lower the 
canopy as far as it will go, it will keep the sun out. After all, 
that’s what it’s for, isn’t it? She argues that the heat will still be 
there, I argue that it’s September not July. Reluctantly, and just 
a little peeved, she gives in and tells me if I want to roast while 
I’m eating then yes, let's eat outside. 


She’s right about roasting; sweat drips out from under my 
hair as I pretend I’m quite comfortable on the balcony. Pm mad 
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at myself for being stubborn and totally stupid. There are flies 
too, and wasps, attracted by the water melon and after I’ve 
flicked and flapped at them with my napkin several times she 
looks at me with a knowing grin, a told-you-so sort of look, 
and then she laughs. 


Tm sorry, darling, but I think Pll drink my coffee in the 
lounge. PI leave you to the wasps, if that’s all right. 


I sit there stewing, boiling, roasting, counting the water 
melon seeds and feeling a line of perspiration trickling down 
my back until fortunately she says it’s time to get ready to leave 
ot have I forgotten about the marathon? A quick tepid shower 
and a change of clothes help to get rid of my hot-and-bothered 
grumpy mood and soon we’re on our way to Reina Cristina 
Avenue for the start of the last race of the Games. 
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arkus looks tense and maybe just a fraction nervous, as 

if he isn’t quite ready for this. He admits he hasn’t slept 
too well, though he doesn’t know why. Perhaps the night was 
extra warm. He woke up tired as if he’d already done the 
marathon in his dreams. 1 feel guilty and wonder if my dream 
had anything to do with it, but that’s hardly possible. All we can 
do is wish him good luck for the race and then stand back as 
the athletes position themselves on the starting line. His 
netvousness is contagious and at the crack of the pistol I sense 
a rush of adrenalin in my stomach. As soon as they're off and 
away I grab Silvia’s hand and start to run along the pavement, 
pushing through the crowds. 


‘What are you trying to do? We can’t follow them, they’re 
too fast for us to keep up!’ she says, panting along beside me. 

‘I know, but at least I want to see them go down Paral lel 
Avenue towatds Columbus, then we’ll be able to watch them 
come back up the same way.’ 


‘OK, but wouldn’t it be better to just stay here and wait for 
them to come back? We can’t run all the way to Columbus. 
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You're wearing me out! Let's sit at that bar, on the terrace, and 
watch them from there. 


It’s the best option in the circumstances, and besides, Markus 
is nowhere to be seen. As the man said that first day in the 
stadium, Markus was off like a shot. 


While we’re having a cool drink I keep my eye on the road. 
When the first athletes who have already been right round the 
statue of Columbus come into sight again heading towards El 
Prat, I leave my glass on the table and get up and run into the 
road to join the other spectators. Funnily enough I find myself 
standing beside the same group of Norwegians I saw the other 
day with their flags and noisy cowbells. Clang-clang-clang the 
bells go as the blind runners and the men and women in 
wheelchairs whizz past. As soon as I spot Markus at the back 
in the distance I move further into the middle of the road with 
my camera at the ready. 


‘Hey, sweetheart, a policeman shouts, ‘don’t stand there, 
you'll get run over!’ Stating the obvious. I have no intention of 
getting myself mowed down by a stream of racing wheelchairs, 
but I just need a second or two to take a picture of Markus. 
Mission accomplished. I hop back onto the edge of the 
pavement to join the crowds of people who are shouting, 
cheering and bell-ringing in a frenzy. 

‘Come on, Markus, come on! You can do it!’ I yell as he 
flashes by, head down, gloved hands turning the wheels, the 
muscles in his shoulders tense. He doesn’t have time to look up 
to see us (he’s a streak of lightning, after all) but at least I know 
he’s heard us cheering him on. 


The race continues and when the last athlete has gone out 
of sight we finish our drinks and return to the winning line to 
wait for arrivals. 
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One hour and twenty minutes later a Swiss man in a chair 
with red wheels crosses the finishing line in first place and not 
long after that the silver and the bronze are taken. Little by little 
the rest of the athletes show up at intervals. I'm searching 
desperately for Markus but he's nowhere to be seen. Pm not 
particularly disappointed but more concerned than anything, 


“He told you he wouldn't win, says Silvia, to comfort me. 


‘I know, but I didn’t think he’d be this slow or take this long, 
Maybe something’s happened to him. He said he was tired 
before he began!’ 


‘He'll be all right; he’ll make it even if he comes in last. Just 
be patient, girl? 

“He needed a bronze, to complete the collection.’ 

‘Well, he hasn’t got a bronze. It doesn’t matter. Stop worrying 
about him. You're like a cat on a hot tin roof? 

“That's the sort of thing Markus would say, but what does it 
mean?’ 


‘Imagine a roof made of tin, and how hot that would be in 
the sun. Imagine a cat on the roof, burning its paws. It would 
jump and hop, wouldn’t it?’ 

‘Like me at the swimming pool without flip-flops?’ 

“Or at the beach on the burning sand, without flip-flops.’ 

I get the picture. The soles of my feet aren’t on fire but I 
can’t keep still. 


The minutes pass and the athletes are arriving more and 
more sporadically. In dribs and drabs, as grandma might say. 
But still no Markus. I’m worried he’s had an accident, like the 
collision last Sunday. I picture him lying on his back in the road 
with his wheelchair upturned and no-one there to help him up. 


Lucius Minicius Rides Again 


Silvia says they can’t have collisions in the marathon since there 
is always plenty of space between one racer and the next. 
Besides, if, only if, there’s been any sort of accident there are 
lots of people around to help the athletes up. 


Now I am not a cat on a hot tin roof but an ill-sitting hen, 
she says, laughing at my agitation. I walk up and down; I run 
down to the end of the road to see if I can pick him out in the 
distance. Then I run back to the winning line, wondering if I 
have perhaps missed him flying past. 


‘I don’t care if he’s last but I just wish he’d get here! 


‘Gudrun, calm down. He will get here, you can be sure of 
that. Sit down and think about your story to take your mind off 
it. What was it called? Peaches and something?’ 


“Peaches and Holograms. But 1 can’t concentrate on that right 
now, mother!’ 


Tve never seen you so agitated about anything before.’ 
‘Tve never had a Markus in my life before!’ 


I know it’s not just the race that has me in a twirl, it’s the fact 
that this is the last one I will see him take part in. In a couple 
of days he’ll be heading back to Frankfurt, if everything goes 
according to the original plans, and as far as I can see no-one 
has mentioned any changes in these plans. 


To distract myself from the torture of waiting I let my mind 
go back over the events of the past week and all the hours Pve 
spent with him. Mentally I travel in time to the song from his 
favourite film, to the bunch of dried flowers, to hamsters in a 
cage and Peruvians with the pipes of Pan; to the heart- 
wrenching talk we had beside sleeping lions, to the gold medal 
and the chariot which makes him fly like the wind. Like Lucius 
Minicius, without the horses. This last thought inevitably brings 
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me back to now and the reason for him being here in the first 
place, the Games, which are in the process of ending, 


I skip ahead and see him in Germany with his family there 
and imagine how they will all go back to walking in the woods 
looking for hobbits and elves that may exist even though no- 
one has ever actually seen them in reality. I think of Annaliese, 
Lotte and Júrgen, two girls and a boy who will see him every 
day, my Markus, my father, while I have to stay behind a 
thousand kilometres away. New memories are what he’ll leave 
me with. That’s better than nothing. 


I glance in the direction of the two tall posts at the start of 
the avenue and there in the distance is the hazy form of a man 
I seem to have known forever, turning the wheels of a three- 
wheeled chair, getting nearer and nearer from the horizon at 
the pace of a weary tortoise. 
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CLOSING CEREMONY 


Chapter Nineteen 


he day of the last ceremony arrives and the flame that was 

carried from Olympia is extinguished. Petra says goodbye 
with a white handkerchief held between her toes. The athletes 
pack their bags and start the journey back to their countries of 
origin. 

After this comes the first day of school and, just like the 
smiling cheerful children in the advertising poster, I walk back 
into the old routine grinning happily because on first days the 
freshness is a novelty. Anyway, so much has happened recently 
I’m dying to talk to people. I feel recharged, like a battery. I try 
out my new folder and notebooks with the Scottish plaid 
pattern, which just about everyone else in the class has. Copy 
cats. Francina makes it up with Gisela again and we form a new 
gang much like the old one but with a couple of extras who tag 
along with Gisela. At break time we stand in the playground, 
eating sandwiches out of Clingfilm, conversing about the start 
of our favourite TV series and discussing who will end up with 
who and other such trivial items. Francina is the one who first 
conveys the vital information about my te-discovered father. 
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‘And not only that,’ she says to the awe-struck listeners, he's 
a wotld champion racer, a gold medal winner, a Paralympic 
hero!’ Our gum-chewing, suntanned audience all go ‘wow’ in 
unison. 


Everybody is wearing pins in various shapes and forms, to 
remember the events of the Olympic summer, but nobody has 
one as special as my Petra pin. I tell the others I will always wear 
this pin because, more than a mascot, for me it’s become a 
symbol of courage, endurance and happiness and of learning 
to overcome all the limitations and problems life can give you. 
The trouble is none of my friends, apart from Francina, seem 
to know what Pm talking about, despite the wows. 


And then suddenly it’s Thursday. In the morning I take a 
note from Silvia to my form teacher, asking permission to skip 
afternoon classes so I can go to the airport to see Markus and 
the German team off. Francina gives me a hug at the corner of 
the street and tells me to think positive. “Things have to end so 
new ones can begin’, she says. ‘People go away so they can come 
back,’ she says. ‘Having someone to miss makes life more 
important, she says. I'm grateful for her wisdom; it cheers me 
up and makes me smile. Francina really is a genius. 


When I get to Silvia’s office at midday we have the 
sandwiches she prepared that morning because we wouldn't 
have time to eat anything more complicated. Actually, what I 
do is take a bite, thinking Pm hungry, but once the bread and 
ham is in my mouth, in spite of the juicy tomato and oil 
dressing, it becomes a dry lump which I can hardly swallow 
down. I’m nervous and on edge, worse than any exam day. I try 
to work out what I’m feeling and I realise Pm happy but sad at 
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the same time. The sensation inside me is bitter-sweet, sweet 
and sour, like raisins in a savoury dish or strawberries and apple 
on a salad. Silvia has always liked to mix flavours in this way 
and now I somehow sense that eating fruit combined with 
vinegar and onions has prepared me for all these unusual, mixed 
emotions. 


As were driving to El Prat I have to admit I feel 
disappointed. Pd set my heart on the hope that Markus would 
want to stay and that Silvia would also want this. Now I know 
it was a childish illusion. He has to go back to his job and the 
place which has been his home all these years and I can’t do 
anything about it. I have to be realistic and accept things the 
way they are whether I like it or not. Anneliese, Lotte and 
Jurgen will look after him for me and keep him happy, and who 
knows? Maybe one day Pll meet them too and we'll be friends. 


Silvia is very quiet. Perhaps she’s thinking similar thoughts 
to me. 


‘Do you really want him to leave?’ 


‘He has to go,’ she says seriously. You know that; he has a 
job and other commitments.’ 


But be honest, wouldn't you like him to stay? Haven’t you 
enjoyed having him here these few short days?’ 


‘Oh, yes, very much. Like I told you, when he left he wasn’t 
the man I used to know’ 


‘And you like him, don’t you, now he’s changed?’ 


‘It’s not exactly that he’s changed and become someone 
different, it’s more the fact that the old Markus has come back, 
even though he can’t walk anymore,’ 


‘Walk? He doesn’t need to walk. Now he runs, he flies! So 
do you mean he was always as nice and as funny as this before?’ 
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“Of course. Markus was, and is, a sweet, intelligent, funny 
man. He was always interested in politics and world events, and 
he enjoyed life. He's gone back to being like that and Pm glad 
he has. I don’t know if he’d like to stay with us and live with us. 
These things take a little time, time to be together to see what 
we want. You can’t make a decision about something as 
important as that overnight, Gudrun, 


‘Why don't we ask him to come and spend Christmas with 
us, then?’ I ask, hopefully. ‘It would be a start.” 


‘We'll have to see. It’s not that easy for him to travel, you 
know. 


We get to the airport and spend ten minutes finding a space 
to park the car. The place is seething with people coming and 
going. Airports are exciting places; they make me wish I was 
going somewhere on a plane. While Silvia checks she’s locked 
all the car doors, I watch a plane take off. It emerges from 
behind the buildings and rises upwards, thundering its way into 
the clouds. For a second I wonder how something so huge can 
even get off the ground in the first place, let alone stay in the 
air for as long as it takes to get where it’s going. I suppose you 
have to be an expert in aerodynamics or something to know 
how it happens. Once you understand what is actually going on 
inside the engines of a plane maybe it’s not so hard to grasp 
the idea of what makes it defy the laws of gravity. 


We cross the road and head for the swing doors and before 
I go inside I watch a second plane already airborne, though it 
doesn’t seem to be moving, It floats there like a giant bus with 
wings. Some people have a phobia to flying, like claustrophobia 
or arachnophobia; some are just afraid the plane might crash, 
and Pm not surprised. I’m willing to give it a go though, if the 
chance ever comes along. And it might do now. What's the 
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betting the first time I fly will be on a flight to Germany? I can’t 
wait. The highest I’ve ever been off the ground was on 
Spacelab at the fair. Francina nearly wet herself, and then she 
nearly threw up. But I think that was because she’d just downed 
half a litre of fizzy pop on top of a stick of candy floss, a toffee 
apple and a bag of roasted almonds. 


IQI 


Chapter Twenty 


Me is waiting for us in the airport lounge with other 
embers of the team, checking the board to see which gate 
they have to go to. There is still an hour or so before boarding 
starts. He says he’s glad we could come to see him off and hopes 
I didn’t have any problems with the teacher because of him. 


‘No problems,’ I say. ‘She was very impressed when I told 
her about you and how you’d won a gold and a silver. She says 
I have to show her the photos when I get them back. Oh and 
by the way, you will tell Edgar to send me a copy of the ones 
he took, won't you?” 

‘Don’t worry, we'll send you them. Look, Pve got a present 
for you. No, in fact I’ve got two presents.’ 


‘Presents? But why? It’s not my birthday!’ 


‘Does it have to be your birthday for me to give you 
presents? Go on, open this one first.’ 


He pulls a box-shaped parcel from inside a bag on his lap 
and hands it to me. It’s neatly wrapped in plain brown paper 
and when I open the box I find the set of binoculars he 
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promised me for bird-watching in the mountains. Excitedly I 
try them out and view all the people at the other end of the 
lounge, close up. So close in fact I can see pores, spots, skin 
blemishes and cracks in their make-up. 


“Thank you, Markus, they're really cool! 


‘Now you'll be able to spy on the neighbours if you ever 
break your leg, like James Stewart in Rear Window. 


I laugh a bit too loudly and everybody turns to look. He then 
takes out the second present and gives it to me. It’s almost the 
same shape as the first one but smaller and instead of brown 
paper this one is hidden in brightly-coloured gift-wrap and tied 
with a ribbon. It looks so special that my hands are trembling 
as I tear open the paper. 


It’s a beautiful lacquered Chinese box. 
‘For your collection, he says. Do you like it?’ 


‘Like it? No, oh no, I don’t like it, I love it! It’s gorgeous, it’s 
better than any of the others Pve got. 

"Open it.’ 

I do as he says and slowly lift the lid of the lovely box. Inside 
it’s lined with purple satin and there at the bottom is the gold 
medal he won in the TW3 race. Pm speechless. I don’t know 
how to react and before I can come up with something to say 
I’m bursting into tears and crying like a baby and this time I 
don’t even cate who sees me. 


Markus reaches out and touches my arm, squeezing gently. 
‘Come on, sweetheart, don’t cry, please don’t cry. 
I bend down and hug him, burying my face against his chest. 


‘I thought you told me you never cried? Except inside?’ he 
whispers in my eat. 
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Tve never been this sad, I say, my voice cracked and broken 
like an eggshell someone’s stood on. When I stand up again my 
tears have left a dark stain on his white tracksuit with the yellow, 
red and black stripes. 


I wipe my nose with the back of my hand -I may have a 
Kleenex in my pocket but I don’t think of that- and tell Markus 
he can’t go back without his gold medal. 


‘It’s yours, I won it for you, he says. His eyes are moist and 
shining too. Silvia turns away and pulls a tissue from her bag. 
The whole dramatic scene is getting out of hand and Markus 
knows it. Wisely he perks up and says in a strong, decisive way: 


‘Come on, let’s all go to the gift shop and you can help me 
choose some presents to take back to the kids. 


The kids are Anneliese, Lotte and Jürgen, of course, and 
what suddenly hits me is that they are no longer just names of 
foreign people I don’t know; they are in fact my cousins. 
Cousins, I have cousins! This thought cheers me up no end. 


He takes my hand in his and with the other on the wheel, he 
turns the chair. 


In the gift shop we choose some T-shirts, some mugs and a 
book about Barcelona with lots of glossy colour photographs. 
Then while Markus and Silvia decide on a couple of 
newspapers for him to read on the plane, I contemplate the 
people around us. 


Foreign boys and girls, rucksacks on their backs, buy mint 
chewing gum and the last postcards of Barcelona before setting 
off on their journey home or maybe to another foreign country 
pinpointed on their summer map. Smart ladies with little dogs 
that look more like rats buy gossip magazines and silk scarves 
and leather wallets with the Olympic logo. There are business 
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men with briefcases, buying best sellers and newspapers and 
looking uncomfortable in their suits and fancy flowery ties, in 
this heat. 


The sight of all these everyday people strikes me as alien and 
uninteresting, until one of the business men glances across at 
me and winks. The light coming in through the tall windows 
catches the colouts in his tie and makes it flash like fluorescent 
spatks. This dazzling effect encourages me to see him and all 
the others from a different point of view. What if they were 
aliens, dressed as humans? 


The next part of my story formulates in my head. Now the 
posh ladies all have faintly purple skin, which sparkles like 
Christmas card glitter. Their clothes look weird too because the 
aliens are a funny shape and nothing fits them properly. Their 
little dogs are tiny robots, whirring about on tiny wheels and 
the business men and the teenagers have ray guns, which send 
out my favourite holograms, in their attaché cases and 
rucksacks. 


I am just getting into the fun of this when Silvia and Markus 
tell me they are going to the bar to get a coffee. Silvia asks me 
if Pd like something to eat or drink, but there's a knot of nerves 
in my stomach that makes it impossible for me to even feel like 
a chocolate Twister. While they drink their last coffee together 
I go and sit by myself on a bench and take the book out of the 
bag. 

Looking at the views of Barcelona, Sagrada Família, the 
cathedral, the Olympic stadium, I think how very soon these 
images will be seen by other eyes; eyes which are lucky enough 
to see Markus every day of their lives. I put the book away and 
open the Chinese box. Down at the bottom on the purple satin 
the gold medal shines like a treasure. 
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I watch the strange couple in front of me, the woman in a 
turquoise summer dress covered in multicoloured flowers for 
multicoloured butterflies, and a man in a white tracksuit, seated 
in a wheelchair. My parents, I think, watching them talking 
together, serious for a moment and then smiling, both of them. 
Silvia bends forward and kisses Markus; he strokes her hair 
gently with two hands. A flame of hope springs up inside me. 
Perhaps they’re exchanging secret promises. Perhaps they’re 
talking about turning back the hands of the clock and making 
it run in the opposite direction. My heart leaps for a second and 
then the little flame inside it fades and goes out like a match 
flame. 


Now I regret not leaving them alone for a single moment 
during the past week. After all, Silvia did it for me. Pve been 
very egocentric because I’ve spent much more time with 
Markus than she has and maybe if I’d given them some space 
to be alone they could have talked about a solution. 


There is still time for them to change their minds, though. 
She might still say she wants him back, that she wants him to 
stay and he could decide at the last minute that he won’t take 
that plane to Frankfurt after all. And then we'll say goodbye to 
the other athletes and we'll leave the airport in Silvia’s car, the 
three of us, and go back home and start a new life. 


But then, here’s Dieter, heading towards Markus to tell him 
that it’s time to go upstairs to wait for boarding. Naturally 
Edgar, who so often acts a Dieter’s eyes, isn’t far behind. 
Markus nods his head. 


I run over to Dieter and, grabbing him by the arm, pull him 
to one side. 


‘Why don’t you tell him to stay? I don’t want him to leave 
with you. Dieter, please!’ 
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Dieter shrugs, his crazy dancing eyes skipping back and 
forth. 


“You have to tell him that. He’s in a bit of a mess himself, 
but I think he has to go, for now anyway. He’ll be back, of that 
you can be sure.’ 


And what if I beg him to stay here forever because I can’t 
live without him and his wheelchair? But I don’t say this in the 
end because I know it would be no good and it would only 
make Markus feel worse. 


After hugging Dieter and Edgar, after the promises to write 
letters and exchange photos and to meet up again one day, we 
move towards the door which separates the travellers from the 
people accompanying them. 


You know, Pve been thinking, says Markus. ‘If you like, you 
two could come and spend Christmas with us. My sisters house 
is big enough. That way you'd be able to meet your cousins, 
Gudrun. Anneliese is the same age as you, more or less, Pm 
sure you'd get on. What do you say?” 


Wed love to, wouldn't we, Gudrun?’ says Silvia, without a 
second of hesitation. We’ll come, it’s a promise. But on one 
condition. That you come here next year to spend the summer 
with us, and we'll take you to the Pyrenees to see the mountains 
in flower: 


‘Done!’ he says. Td really like to do that’ 


Again I fill up with hope, though heaven knows how I’m 
going to survive the long autumn months between now and 
Christmas. 


‘Guess what, Markus! Pm going to start going to German 
classes,’ I state, overflowing with optimism. “Then Pll be able 
to talk to my cousins.’ 
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‘Oh, ate you now? That's news to me! Well, in that case you'll 
have to drop one of your after-school activities, says Silvia. ‘If 
not you'll have too much on your plate and you'll never cope 
with school work. 

TI give up dancing. My leotard was getting a bit tight anyway.’ 

That's great, Gudrun. I can see I won't have to translate my 
book for you since you’ll soon be able to read it in the original 
version!” he says. 


‘Mmm... don’t know about that. Is German very difficult?” 
‘Tt can’t be; in Germany even four-year-olds can speak it.’ 

I laugh, so as not to cry. 

‘Three months pass very quickly, don’t they?’ 


‘Oh, yes, you'll see. Before you know it you'll be waiting here 
again but this time to take the same plane I’m taking now. Did 
I tell you you look lovely in your school uniform?’ 


Then I’m glad I didn’t bother to change my clothes before 
going to the airport. 


After the final hugs, the last kisses, the reluctant sighs, 
Markus turns his chair and heads towards the ultimate door. 
Dieter and Edgar are already well ahead. 


‘Come on, Markus, get a move on,’ shouts Dieter. “You'll 
miss the plane.’ 


I wish he would... I hope he does... 


Markus starts to roll the wheels and sets off speeding down 
the corridor, shouting as he goes: ‘How could I possibly miss 
the plane when Pm a world record holder in speed?’ 


We stand and watch him leave. For a moment he stops, turns 
and waves one of those large, wheel-turning hands I love so 
much. And then, he’s gone. 
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Dear Markus, 


We were really happy when you called us the other night to 
tell us you’d arrived safely. It was like a ray of sunshine on a 
grey rainy day. It wasn’t raining but Pm sure you know what I 
mean. We were half-watching a crappy film on TV, all 
screeching car chases and explosions, both of us bored to tears. 


Mum says we can call you once a week, just a quick call to 
bring us a little closer and make us feel not so far away from 
you. Pd like to be able to hear your voice from time to time but 
there are so many things I want to say that maybe I won’t have 
enough with a few minutes. That's why Pm going to write to 
you very often, so I can bombard you with the history of my 
life. 

At school all is well. I have some very important news for 
you. There’s a new boy in my class this year. Before he arrived 
somebody said they'd heard his parents had worked in Africa 
and he'd spent his childhood there. There was also a rumour 
going around that he played the jungle drums. So, there we all 
were expecting this new boy to swing into class on a creeper, 
dressed in a Tarzan leopard skin, going ah-ah-ah-ah-ahhhh and 
banging his chest with his fists. Actually, it turns out that he 
does play the drums, but the rock band sort. And he doesn’t 
wear a leopard skin. 


His name is Eric and he has long hair, an earring in his left 
ear and, he's very good-looking. He's nearly fifteen but is 
repeating the year. I think he’s a bit on the lazy side, because 
he’s very intelligent so he could do better. Or maybe he didn’t 
learn much while he was in Africa. Anyway, for now we get on 
really well. More on that later! 


I really miss you... 
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Dear Markus, 


Thank you for the letter and the photos of my cousins. It’s 
gteat to see what they look like and I’m really happy to know 
them, even if it’s only in photos. Say ‘hi’ from me and tell them 
I liked the postcard they chose and P'll send them one from 
here as soon as I can. 


Well, I dropped out of ballet and have started German 
lessons at a language school. The teacher is a native German- 
speaker and her name is Rosemarie. She’s a great teacher and 
she’s fun. So far I’ve learnt to spell my name and to greet 
people. I also know how to tell the time and introduce myself. 
I take it really seriously and spend more hours doing German 
exercises than I do homework for school! (Sssh, don’t tell 
Mum.) I hope PI soon be able to add a few phrases in your 
language in my letters, but be patient! It isn’t easy. Hey, and you 
can write a few things in German in your letters to me and Pl 
see if I understand them. 


I haven’t dropped music and piano lessons though, because 
someone I know told me that music is very important in life 
and that someone is always tight. 


How are you? Does it rain a lot in Frankfurt? Are you still 
going out without an umbrella, singing in the rain? 


In case you're interested, Mum is very happy when she gets 
a letter from you... 
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Dear Markus, 


Phew! That long paragraph you wrote in German was hard 
work! It took me hours to read through it. But Pm very pleased 
with myself because I understood all of it, or most of it, with 
a little help from Rosemarie. We call her Romy now, by the way. 


It’s a good thing Anneliese writes to me in English. Pve 
never had so many letters in my life before! Every day I open 
the letter box hoping to find an envelope in it. I get 
disappointed when the box is empty. I’m very impatient, and 
very greedy, I know! 


I’m glad you enjoy my letters. I think sometimes I go on a 
bit, but if you like it that way... What do you mean when you 
say Pm very eloquent? And that now you can see why I said I 
wanted to be a writer? Actually, now I think about it, when I 
was little I used to say I wanted to be an architect, like Silvia, 
but you have to be good at maths for that, so writing is better. 


The other day Edgar's photos arrived! Yippee! I took them 
to school to show the teacher and my friends. I’m such a show 
off! But I didn’t let anyone touch them too long because they're 
very special and I don’t want to let them out of my sight. 
They’re going to go straight in the album, but the one of you 
and me, that’s going in a frame, on my desk. 


I often wonder what became of the judge in the straw hat. I 
bet he’d like to see the photo of him with the German gold 
medallist and his daughter. Silvia says if I get in touch with the 
BOOC maybe Pd be able to find him, but the days go by and I 
still haven’t done anything about it. 


You ask me how Eric is. Well... we’ve been going out together 
for five days. That is to say we go out with the gang but where 
he is, I am, and vice versa. I think he’s become that special person 
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we talked about one day. I like him a lot. He says Pve been a good 
influence on him because Pm a swot (which I’m not) and now 
he’s studying hard and is determined to get some good marks for 
once in his life. In fact, he’s trying to beat me! 


Guess what? We've started to look for flights for Christmas. 
We've been to a few travel agents and they say the Christmas 
fares will be out by the end of November. I’m so excited. You 
were right, Markus, time is passing quickly. 


Silvia told me to ask you if you received her last letter... 


Dear Markus, 
How’s it going? How ate you all? 


Pity we couldn’t hear you very well the other day. There 
seemed to be a lot of atmospheric interference or crossed lines 
or whatever. Maybe there were tons of birds sitting on the 
wires... like in the Hitchcock film. 


I hope Grandma-Grossmutteris better now after the flu. Give 


her a big hug from me. And one for my jazz-loving Grandpa- 
Grossvater. 


Pve had a few days off school too, with a terrible cold. My 
eyes were running and my nose too, non-stop. I couldn't even 
read comfortably in bed. Boooooring. I used up so many 
packets of tissues that I started to feel guilty for having 
contributed to the destruction of the Amazon rainforest. Now 
Pve started using real hankies. Anyway, my nose is red, like a 
ripe tomato, and my lips are dry and cracked. Wouldn’t want 
Eric to see me like this! 


Francina came round with a stack of homework for me to 
do and now I have to catch up on all the lost time. 
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You asked me if Pd given up going to the choir, because 1 
was having doubts. Well, no I haven't in the end. Both Francina 
and I decided to continue because we thought we’d miss it and 
anyway at the beginning of term we found out that we'll be 
going on an exchange with a choir in Mallorca at Easter and 
who wants to miss out on a trip like that? So Pll have something 
to look forward to after Christmas and that will make time pass 
more quickly and then after Mallorca there will only be three 
months or so before summer and you'll be coming here! 


Talking of trips, Pve got some very good news. We’ve made 
the reservations for Christmas. So start thinking what you'd like 
as a ptesent... apart from the finished version of Peaches and 
Holograms, of course. Glad you liked the first five pages, and 
that the aliens-at-the-airport scene made you laugh... 


Dear Markus, 


Only four weeks to go and I’m getting very impatient. Life 
goes on but monotonously and slowly. I can’t wait to see you, 
and my signed copy of The Giants Daughter. The other day when 
I hung up the phone I started to cry because you sounded so 
far away. I think I’m feeling a bit run down after my cold. And 
my summer suntan faded weeks ago. Now Pm pale, like 
uncooked pastry. 


The German classes ate going well. School too. Eric’s had 
his hair cut. Mum bought a halogen lamp for the study. 
Grandma fell and sprained her left foot. Francina and I are 
doing a history project together on the Swing Kids. Pd like to 
interview my grandfather, so perhaps Pl send him some 
questions in my next letter. Do you think he’ll mind? 
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At weekends I go to the cinema sometimes with the crowd, 
ot we go for a walk in the centre. The other day I discovered a 
record shop Pd never seen before and it’s got everything. Music 
from the seventies (yours), and music from the nineties (mine), 
plus lots of jazz and hard rock and rave, and film soundtracks 
and plenty of Mozart and Tchaikovsky. 


Do you know what I like to do on Sundays? After breakfast 
I get my backpack, take the tube to Plaga Espanya and go up 
the escalators to the Olympic Park. Francina used to come with 
me until she got tired of it and started saying, ‘not every Sunday, 
Gudrun!’ Now I go alone. 


Autumn is really here. The leaves go crunch-crackle-creak 
under the soles of my new boots and now, instead of all the 
September crowds, you only ever see the odd couple out 
walking with a dog, or someone in a fluorescent tracksuit 
jogging through the park. 

The silence is immense, when you remember the noise of 
the summer. I miss the people and the excitement and I get all 
nostalgic and melancholic. But it’s not a bad sensation. 


The stadium looks like a giant sleeping monster made of 
grey stone now it’s always locked up and empty; the cauldron 
is cold and impersonal and distant. It’s difficult to imagine how 
it once glowed bright and alive with fire. Now the steel is dull 
and marked with the purple, brown and orange burn scars left 
by the flame. 


Sometimes a plane goes over and then I think about the one 
that took away a man called Markus Rilz, and how, very soon, 
it will be coming back for me. And then a bubble of joy starts 
to bounce inside me like something on a spring. 


My Sunday morning pilgrimage always ends at the esplanade 
in front of the Palau Sant Jordi. I sit down next to the pond, 
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take out my notebook and a pen and do my German 
homework, if I have any. If not, I learn ten new verbs or I read 
one of the little story books, elementary level, Romy lends me. 
They’re usually not very satisfying, with short sentences and 
repetitive vocabulary. 

I look at the Calatrava Tower and think how it could be 
something straight out of a science fiction film. Maybe my 
purple aliens use it to communicate with earthlings. 

Often, very often, I think about the spirit of Luctus Minictus 
Natal. Oh yes, I’m sure he’s still wandering around in the 
silence, kicking through the dry leaves, Cobi and Petra playing 
hide and seek among the folds of his tunic. What do you think? 


Write soon, Papa... 
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A FEW EXPLANATORY NOTES 


*... and still one year to go...’ 


In 1992 children in Spain still attended primary/junior 
school until the age of 14 and then moved to secondary school. 
This system changed in the mid-nineties when the move to 
secondary school was at age 12. 


Berlin Wall 


Constructed in the early 1960s to divide Berlin into two 
sectors, east and west. In November 1989 thousands of East 
German protesters broke through the wall and started 
streaming into the west in an atmosphere of celebration. The 
Berlin Wall was eventually pulled down and East and West 
Germany were unified in October 1990. 


Black rice - 
In Catalan: arros negre 


A traditional seafood rice dish cooked with squid ink, which 
gives it its colour and distinct flavour. It’s served with aioli 
(garlic mayonnaise) and a wedge of lemon. 
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BOOC 


Barcelona Olympic Organizing Committee. From the 
Catalan, COOB: Comité Organitzador Olimpic Barcelona 


Calatrava Tower 


One of Batcelona's main landmarks, this telecommunication 
tower was designed by Santiago Calatrava and built in 1992, in 
the Olympic Park next to the Palau Sant Jordi. Its main purpose 
was to transmit television coverage of the Barcelona Games. 


Camper 


Footwear company which originated in Mallorca. Camper 
was a very popular designer label with young people in the 90s. 
The shoes and boots were expensive but were comfortable and 
combined style with a casual, rustic look. 


Canaletes (Font de Canaletes) 


An ornate drinking fountain and lamp post at the top of the 
Rambles, next to Placa Catalunya. It’s one of Barcelona’s most 
famous landmarks for tourists and a favourite meeting place 
for locals. Tradition has it that the visitor who drinks from the 
fountain will return to Barcelona. 


Carl Lewis 


World-famous American sprinter and long jumper who won 
9 Olympic gold medals and 8 world championship golds. Lewis 
was at the top of the world rankings in 100 and 200 metres 
sprint and long jump up until the early 1990s. 


Catalan 


Co-official language in Catalonia along with Spanish. 
Catalans are bilingual. 


Catalan custard 


In Catalan: crema catalana. 
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Cobi 

The official mascot of the Barcelona Olympic Games 
designed by the Valencian artist, Xavier Mariscal. Cobi was a 
sort of humanized Catalan sheepdog. 

Columbus 

The statue of Christopher Columbus, supposedly pointing 
towards the Americas, can be seen in the port of Barcelona. 

Copper Fish 

A huge sculpture situated in the Olympic Port, designed by 
Frank O Gehry for the 1992 Olympics. It’s made of glass and 
steel which shines like copper in the sunlight. The Copper Fish 
can be seen from various points around the city. 

Diagonal Avenue 

In Catalan: Avinguda Diagonal. 


Very busy major road which cuts through Barcelona 
diagonally from west to east, ftom mountain to sea. It’s 50 
metres wide and 11 kilometres long, It’s the entrance and the 
exit to the city. 


El Prat 


Name of Barcelona airport, which is next to the town called 
El Prat de Llobregat. 


Esterri d'Áneu 

Municipality in the high Pyrenees in the north west of 
Catalonia. 

Fura dels Baus, La 


Catalan theatrical group renowned for their innovative style 
of urban theatre which combines out-of-the-ordinary settings, 
humour and fantasy. Their participation in the Opening 
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Ceremony of the Barcelona Olympics with Mediterrani - Mar 
Olímpic, (Mediterranean - Olympic Sea) was an extraordinary 
combination of movement, colour, light and music. 


Italian School, The 


Markus is referring to paintings by Italian renaissance painters 
such as Michelangelo, Leonardo Da Vinci and Botticelli. 

Kings 

These are The Three Kings or Three Wise Men who 
delivered gifts to baby Jesus in the manger. In Spain, Kings’ Eve 
is January 5 and is the traditional magic, present-giving festival, 


equivalent to Father Christmas bringing presents to the children 
on Christmas Eve. 


Linford Christie 


World-famous British athlete, record holder and gold medal 
winner in 100 metres in the Olympics, World Championships, 
European Championships and Commonwealth games. 

Mexican painting 

Markus is referring to the colourful paintings by Mexican 
artists such as Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera. 

Montjuic 

A hill in Barcelona which overlooks the sea. The Palau 
Nacional (National Palace), the athletics stadium, the Palau Sant 
Jordi and the Calatrava Tower are all situated on Montjuic. The 
escalators Gudrun talks about were installed especially for the 


1992 Games to give easy access to all the Olympic installations 
on the hill. 


Olympic Village 


Purpose-built complex of houses and apartments facing the 
sea to accommodate the athletes participating in the Olympic 
and Paralympic Games. 
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Palau Sant Jordi 


Designed by Japanese architect Arata Isozaki and built for 
the 1992 Games, it was the main venue for many of the 
sporting events of the Olympics and Paralympics and is now 
used as a multi-purpose building for cultural activities as well 
as sporting events. 


Parc Gúell 


Park area designed by Catalan architect Antoni Gaudí and 
built between 1900-1914 on a hill overlooking the city. Its main 
attractions are the architectural elements such as the 
multicoloured ceramic seating on the upper terrace which is 
shaped like a sea snake, the mosaic lizard on the steps, the stone 
columns and arches and buildings with spectacular and rather 
fantastic roof tops. 


Passeig de Gracia 


One of the main avenues in Barcelona going from Plaga 
Catalunya up to Avinguda Diagonal. It’s lined with some of the 
classiest boutiques in the city and has several modernist 
buildings designed by Gaudi. 


Pesetas 
In Catalan: pessetes 


In 1992 the currency in Spain was still the peseta. The euro 
didn’t arrive until 2002. 


Petra 


The Paralympic mascot designed by Xavier Mariscal. Petra 
is a girl with pigtails, a smiling face and no arms. 


Placa 


In English: Square. Plaga Catalunya and Placa Espanya are 
two of the largest and most emblematic squares in Barcelona. 
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Placa Sant Jaume 


Square in the old gothic quarter of Barcelona which now 
houses the town hall and the autonomous government 
buildings. In Roman times it was the centre of the city called 
Barcino. 


Pork booklets 
In Catalan: /librets 


Slices of pork loin split in two but still joined at one side, so 
they can be opened and closed. They are filled with cream 
cheese and shallow-fried in oil. 


Rambles, Les 


A tree-lined street in the centre of the city and always busy 
with tourists and locals. It goes from Plaga Catalunya down past 
the Liceu Opera House to the Statue of Columbus in the port 
and is about 1.2 kms long, It used to be famous for its pet stalls 
and flower stalls. Today the pet stalls have gone but the flowers 
are still there. 


Sagrada Familia 


Church designed by Catalan architect Antoni Gaudi. Apart 
from being spectacularly different from any other church it is 
particularly famous because it was started in 1882 but is still 
incomplete. As with all of Gaudi’s work, each year it attracts 
millions of sightseers from all over the world. 


Saint’s Day 

On the Catholic calendar every day is a saint’s day. If you 
share the same name with a particular saint, then that’s your 
saint’s day. In Catalonia in the past a person’s saint’s day was 


considered more important than their birthday. Nowadays 
people celebrate birthdays too. 
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Singin’ in the Rain 

Song written by Arthur Freed and Nacio Herb Brown, 
published in 1929 and later made famous by Gene Kelly’s 
performance of it in the film of the same name in 1952. 


Tibidabo (Mount Tibidabo) 

A hill which overlooks Barcelona and an excellent spot for 
panoramic views over the city and coastline. There is a church 
at the top, a telecommunications tower and also the oldest and 
longest-running funfair in the region. 

Torredembarra 

Small seaside town on the Catalan coast near Tarragona. 

Twister 


Chocolate and vanilla spiral-shaped ice cream popular in the 
80s and early 90s. 

Way of St. James 

In Spanish: E/ Camino de Santiago 

Since the middle ages pilgrims have walked this route which 
leads to the cathedral in Santiago de Compostela, Galicia 
(Northwest Spain) where St. James the apostle is said to be 
buried. The walk can take weeks to complete and some people 
prefer to do it in stages, a little each year. Once you've 
completed the whole way you receive a diploma and can also 
take home a scallop shell, the symbol of St. James. 

War in Bosnia 

Caused by the breaking up of the old Yugoslavia, it started 
in April 1992 and ended in December 1995. It was the worst 
armed conflict in Europe since World War II. 


You're the One That I Want 


Song from the 1978 film version of Grease, written by John 
Farrar and performed by John Travolta and Olivia Newton-John. 
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